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Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) was perhaps the most divisive philoso-
pher of the twentieth century. Many hold him to be the most original and 
important thinker of his era. Others spurn him as an obscurantist and a 
charlatan, while still others see his reprehensible affiliation with the Nazis 
as a reason to ignore or reject his thinking altogether. But Heidegger’s 
undoubted influence on contemporary philosophy and his unique insight 
into the place of technology in modern life make him a thinker worthy of 
careful study.

In his landmark book Being and Time (1927), Heidegger made the bold 
claim that Western thought from Plato onward had forgotten or ignored 
the fundamental question of what it means for something to be  — to be 
present for us prior to any philosophical or scientific analysis. He sought 
to clarify throughout his work how, since the rise of Greek philosophy, 
Western civilization had been on a trajectory toward nihilism, and he 
believed that the contemporary cultural and intellectual crisis — our 
decline toward nihilism — was intimately linked to this forgetting of 
being. Only a rediscovery of being and the realm in which it is revealed 
might save modern man.

In his later writings on technology, which mainly concern us in this 
essay, Heidegger draws attention to technology’s place in bringing about 
our decline by constricting our experience of things as they are. He 
argues that we now view nature, and increasingly human beings too, only 
technologically — that is, we see nature and people only as raw material for 
technical operations. Heidegger seeks to illuminate this phenomenon and 
to find a way of thinking by which we might be saved from its controlling 
power, to which, he believes, modern civilization both in the communist 
East and the democratic West has been shackled. We might escape this 
bondage, Heidegger argues, not by rejecting technology, but by perceiv-
ing its danger.

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Political Philosophy at Claremont McKenna 
College.
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Heidegger’s Life and Influence
The son of a sexton, Martin Heidegger was born in southern Germany 
in 1889 and was schooled for the priesthood from an early age. He began 
his training as a seminary student, but then concentrated increasingly 
on philosophy, natural science, and mathematics, receiving a doctorate in 
philosophy from the University of Freiburg. Shortly after the end of the 
Great War (in which he served briefly near its conclusion), he started his 
teaching career at Freiburg in 1919 as the assistant to Edmund Husserl, 
the founder of phenomenology. Heidegger’s courses soon became popular 
among Germany’s students. In 1923 he began to teach at the University 
of Marburg, and then took Husserl’s post at Freiburg after Husserl retired 
from active teaching in 1928. The publication of Being and Time in 1927 
had sealed his reputation in Europe as a significant thinker.

Heidegger’s influence is indicated in part by the reputation of those 
who studied under him and who respected his intellectual force. Hannah 
Arendt, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hans Jonas, Jacob Klein, Karl Löwith, and 
Leo Strauss all took classes with Heidegger. Among these students, even 
those who broke from Heidegger’s teachings understood him to be the 
deepest thinker of his time. Although he became recognized as the leading 
figure of existentialism, he distanced himself from the existentialism of 
philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre. In Heidegger’s view, they turned 
his unique thought about man’s being in the world into yet another 
nihilistic assertion of the dominance of human beings over all things. He 
insisted that terms such as anxiety, care, resoluteness, and authenticity, 
which had become famous through Being and Time, were for him elements 
of the “openness of being” in which we find ourselves, not psychological 
characteristics or descriptions of human willfulness, as some existential-
ists understood them.

Heidegger’s intellectual reputation in the United States preceded 
much direct acquaintance with his work because of the prominence of 
existentialism and the influence of his students, several of whom had 
fled Germany for the United States long before translators began pro-
ducing English editions of his important works. (Being and Time was 
first translated in 1962.) Arendt in particular, who had immigrated to 
America in the early 1940s, encouraged the introduction of her teacher’s 
work into the United States. Heidegger’s most popular if indirect sig-
nificance was during existentialism’s heyday from the end of the Second 
World War until its nearly simultaneous apotheosis and collapse on the 
hazy streets of San Francisco. Late Sixties Be-Ins — mass gatherings 
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in celebration of American counterculture — appropriated existentialist 
themes; Heidegger’s intellectual rigor had been turned into mush, but it 
was still more or less recognizably Heideggerian mush. Herbert Marcuse, 
a hero to the more intellectual among the Sixties gaggle, was an early 
student of Heidegger’s, and his books such as Eros and Civilization and 
One-Dimensional Man owe something to him, if more to Freud and, espe-
cially, Marx.

After the 1960s, Heidegger’s intellectual radicalism became increas-
ingly domesticated by the American academy, where wild spirits so often 
go to die a lingering bourgeois death. His works were translated, taught, 
and transformed into theses fit for tenure-committee review. Still, Heid-
egger’s influence among American philosophy professors has remained 
limited (although not entirely negligible), since most of them are, as 
Nietzsche might say, essentially gastroenterologists with a theoretical 
bent. Heidegger became more influential, though usually indirectly, for 
the ways artists and architects talk about their work — no one can conjure 
a “built space” quite as well as Heidegger does, for instance in his essay 
“Building Dwelling Thinking.” And much of Heidegger can also be heard 
in the deconstructionist lingo of literary “theory” that over the past forty 
years has nearly killed literature. The result is that “Heidegger” is now a 
minor academic industry in many American humanities departments, even 
as he remains relatively unappreciated by most professional philosophers.

But Heidegger’s influence is not only limited by the lack of respect most 
of our philosophy professors have toward his work. More troubling for 
many both within and outside the academy is Heidegger’s affiliation with 
the Nazis before and during the Second World War. His mentor Edmund 
Husserl was dismissed from the University of Freiburg in 1933 because 
of his Jewish background. Heidegger became rector of the university in 
that same year, and joined the Nazi party, of which he remained a member 
until the end of the war. Even though he resigned the rectorship after less 
than a year and distanced himself from the party not long after joining, he 
never publicly denounced the party nor publicly regretted his membership. 
(He is said to have once remarked privately to a student that his political 
involvement with the Nazis was “the greatest stupidity of his life.”) After 
the war, on the recommendation of erstwhile friends such as Karl Jaspers, 
he was banned by the Allied forces from teaching until 1951.

For obvious reasons, some of Heidegger’s friends and followers have, 
from the end of the war to the present day, obfuscated the relationship 
between Heidegger’s thought and his politics. They are surely aided in 
this by Heidegger’s masterful ambiguity — for him it really does depend 
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on what the meaning of the word “is” is. His admirers do not want his 
work to be ignored preemptively because of his affiliation with the Nazis. 
Heidegger, after all, was not Hitler’s confidant, or an architect of the 
war and the extermination camps, but a thinker who engaged in several 
shameful actions toward Jews, and for a time supported the Nazis publicly, 
and thought he could lead the regime intellectually.

This matter has come under renewed attention with the recent release 
of Heidegger’s “Black Notebooks,” which are a kind of philosophical diary 
he kept in the 1930s and 1940s and whose contents fill a six-hundred-page 
volume. In his will, Heidegger had requested that these notebooks not be 
published until after the rest of his extensive work was released. The note-
books’ editor, Peter Trawny, reports that they contain hostile references to 
“world Jewry” that indicate “that anti-Semitism tied in to his philosophy.” 
Careful study of these notebooks will be required to determine whether 
they in fact provide new evidence of Heidegger’s anti-Semitism and affilia-
tion with the Nazis that is even more damning than what is already widely 
known. No one who has examined Heidegger is surprised by what has been 
reported. But the question still remains whether Heidegger’s thought and 
politics are intrinsically linked, or whether, as his apologists would have 
it, his thought is no more (and in fact, less) related to his politics than it is 
to his interest in soccer and skiing. In truth, it would be surprising if the 
connection between the philosophy and the political beliefs and actions of 
a thinker of Heidegger’s rank were simply random.

In fact, Heidegger’s association with the Nazis was far from accidental. 
One of his infamous remarks on politics was a statement about the “inner 
truth and greatness” of National Socialism that he made in a 1935 lecture 
course. In a 1953 republication of that speech as Introduction to Metaphysics, 
Heidegger appended a parenthetical clarification, which he claimed was 
written but not delivered in 1935, of what he believed that “inner truth 
and greatness” to be: “the encounter between global technology and mod-
ern humanity.” Some scholars, taking the added comment as a criticism of 
the Nazis, point to Heidegger’s explanation, following the speech’s publi-
cation, that the meaning of the original comment would have been clear 
to anyone who understood the speech correctly. But perhaps we should 
not be surprised to find a thinker so worried about “global technology” 
affiliating with the Nazi Party in the first place. The Nazis were opposed 
to the two dominant forms of government of the day that Heidegger asso-
ciated with “global technology,” communism and democracy. In another of 
Heidegger’s infamous political remarks, made in that same 1935 lecture, 
he claimed that “Russia and America, seen metaphysically, are both the 
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same: the same hopeless frenzy of enchained technology and of the root-
less organization of the average man.” The Nazi’s rhetoric about “blood 
and soil” and the mythology of an ancient, wise, and virtuous German Volk 
might also have appealed to someone concerned with the homogenizing 
consequences of globalization and technology. More broadly, Heidegger’s 
thought always was and remained illiberal, tending to encompass all mat-
ters, philosophy and politics among them, in a single perspective, ignor-
ing the freedom of most people to act independently. The ways in which 
liberal democracies promote excellence and useful competition were not 
among the political ideas to which Heidegger’s thought was open. His 
totalizing, illiberal thought made his joining the Nazis much more likely 
than his condemning them.

The study of Heidegger is both dangerous and difficult — the way he is 
taught today threatens to obscure his thought’s connection to his politics 
while at the same time transforming his work into fodder for the aimless 
curiosity of the academic industry. Heidegger would not be surprised to 
discover that he is now part of the problem that he meant to address. But 
if, as Heidegger hoped, his works are to help us understand the challenges 
technology presents, we must study him both carefully and cautious-
ly — carefully, to appreciate the depth and complexity of his thought, and 
cautiously, in light of his association with the Nazis.

Technology as Revealing
Heidegger’s concern with technology is not limited to his writings that 
are explicitly dedicated to it, and a full appreciation of his views on tech-
nology requires some understanding of how the problem of technology 
fits into his broader philosophical project and phenomenological approach. 
(Phenomenology, for Heidegger, is a method that tries to let things show 
themselves in their own way, and not see them in advance through a tech-
nical or theoretical lens.) The most important argument in Being and Time 
that is relevant for Heidegger’s later thinking about technology is that 
theoretical activities such as the natural sciences depend on views of time 
and space that narrow the understanding implicit in how we deal with the 
ordinary world of action and concern. We cannot construct meaningful 
distance and direction, or understand the opportunities for action, from 
science’s neutral, mathematical understanding of space and time. Indeed, 
this detached and “objective” scientific view of the world restricts our 
everyday understanding. Our ordinary use of things and our “concern-
ful dealings” within the world are pathways to a more fundamental and 
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more truthful understanding of man and being than the sciences provide; 
science flattens the richness of ordinary concern. By placing science back 
within the realm of experience from which it originates, and by examin-
ing the way our scientific understanding of time, space, and nature derives 
from our more fundamental experience of the world, Heidegger, together 
with his teacher Husserl and some of his students such as Jacob Klein and 
Alexandre Koyré, helped to establish new ways of thinking about the his-
tory and philosophy of science.

Heidegger applies this understanding of experience in later writ-
ings that are focused explicitly on technology, where he goes beyond the 
traditional view of technology as machines and technical procedures. He 
instead tries to think through the essence of technology as a way in which 
we encounter entities generally, including nature, ourselves, and, indeed, 
everything. Heidegger’s most influential work on technology is the lec-
ture “The Question Concerning Technology,” published in 1954, which 
was a revised version of part two of a four-part lecture series he delivered 
in Bremen in 1949 (his first public speaking appearance since the end 
of the war). These Bremen lectures have recently been translated into 
English, for the first time, by Andrew J. Mitchell.

Introducing the Bremen lectures, Heidegger observes that because 
of technology, “all distances in time and space are shrinking” and “yet 
the hasty setting aside of all distances brings no nearness; for nearness 
does not consist in a small amount of distance.” The lectures set out to 
examine what this nearness is that remains absent and is “even warded 
off by the restless removal of distances.” As we shall see, we have become 
almost incapable of experiencing this nearness, let alone understanding it, 
because all things increasingly present themselves to us as technological: 
we see them and treat them as what Heidegger calls a “standing reserve,” 
supplies in a storeroom, as it were, pieces of inventory to be ordered and 
conscripted, assembled and disassembled, set up and set aside. Everything 
approaches us merely as a source of energy or as something we must orga-
nize. We treat even human capabilities as though they were only means 
for technological procedures, as when a worker becomes nothing but an 
instrument for production. Leaders and planners, along with the rest of 
us, are mere human resources to be arranged, rearranged, and disposed 
of. Each and every thing that presents itself technologically thereby loses 
its distinctive independence and form. We push aside, obscure, or simply 
cannot see, other possibilities.

Common attempts to rectify this situation don’t solve the problem and 
instead are part of it. We tend to believe that technology is a means to our 
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ends and a human activity under our control. But in truth we now con-
ceive of means, ends, and ourselves as fungible and manipulable. Control 
and direction are technological control and direction. Our attempts to 
master technology still remain within its walls, reinforcing them. As 
Heidegger says in the third of his Bremen lectures, “all this opining con-
cerning technology” — the common critique of technology that denounces 
its harmful effects, as well as the belief that technology is nothing but a 
blessing, and especially the view that technology is a neutral tool to be 
wielded either for good or evil — all of this only shows “how the domi-
nance of the essence of technology orders into its plundering even and 
especially the human conceptions concerning technology.” This is because 
“with all these conceptions and valuations one is from the outset unwit-
tingly in agreement that technology would be a means to an end.” This 
“instrumental” view of technology is correct, but it “does not show us 
technology’s essence.” It is correct because it sees something pertinent 
about technology, but it is essentially misleading and not true because it 
does not see how technology is a way that all entities, not merely machines 
and technical processes, now present themselves.

Of course, were there no way out of technological thinking, Heidegger’s 
own standpoint, however sophisticated, would also be trapped within it. 
He attempts to show a way out — a way to think about technology that is 
not itself beholden to technology. This leads us into a realm that will be 
familiar to those acquainted with Heidegger’s work on “being,” the cen-
tral issue in Being and Time and one that is also prominent in some of the 
Bremen lectures. The basic phenomenon that belongs together with being 
is truth, or “revealing,” which is the phenomenon Heidegger brings for-
ward in his discussion in “The Question Concerning Technology.” Things 
can show or reveal themselves to us in different ways, and it is attention 
to this that will help us recognize that technology is itself one of these 
ways, but only one. Other kinds of revealing, and attention to the realm 
of truth and being as such, will allow us to “experience the technological 
within its own bounds.”

Only then will “another whole realm for the essence of technology. . .
open itself up to us. It is the realm of revealing, i.e., of truth.” Placing our-
selves back in this realm avoids the reduction of things and of ourselves 
to mere supplies and reserves. This step, however, does not guarantee 
that we will fully enter, live within, or experience this realm. Nor can we 
predict what technology’s fate or ours will be once we do experience it. 
We can at most say that older and more enduring ways of thought and 
experience might be reinvigorated and re-inspired. Heidegger believes his 
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work to be preparatory, illuminating ways of being and of being human 
that are not merely technological.

One way by which Heidegger believes he can enter this realm is by 
attending to the original meaning of crucial words and the phenomena 
they reveal. Original language — words that precede explicit philosophical, 
technological, and scientific thought and sometimes survive in colloquial 
speech — often shows what is true more tellingly than modern speech 
does. (Some poets are for Heidegger better guides on the quest for truth 
than professional philosophers.) The two decisive languages, Heidegger 
thinks, are Greek and German; Greek because our philosophical heritage 
derives its terms from it (often in distorted form), and German, because 
its words can often be traced to an origin undistorted by philosophical 
reflection or by Latin interpretations of the Greek. (Some critics believe 
that Heidegger’s reliance on what they think are fanciful etymologies 
warps his understanding.)

Much more worrisome, however, is that Heidegger’s thought, while 
promising a comprehensive view of the essence of technology, by vir-
tue of its inclusiveness threatens to blur distinctions that are central 
to human concerns. Moreover, his emphasis on technology’s broad and 
uncanny scope ignores or occludes the importance and possibility of 
ethical and political choice. This twofold problem is most evident in the 
best-known passage from the second Bremen lecture: “Agriculture is 
now a mechanized food industry, in essence the same as the production 
of corpses in the gas chambers and extermination camps, the same as 
the blockading and starving of countries, the same as the production of 
hydrogen bombs.” From what standpoint could mechanized agriculture 
and the Nazis’ extermination camps be “in essence the same”? If there is 
such a standpoint, should it not be ignored or at least modified because 
it overlooks or trivializes the most significant matters of choice, in this 
case the ability to detect and deal with grave injustice? Whatever the full 
and subtle meaning of “in essence the same” is, Heidegger fails to address 
the difference in ethical weight between the two phenomena he compares, 
or to show a path for just political choice. While Heidegger purports to 
attend to concrete, ordinary experience, he does not consider seriously 
justice and injustice as fundamental aspects of this experience. Instead, 
Heidegger claims that what is “horrifying” is not any of technology’s 
particular harmful effects but “what transposes. . . all that is out of its 
previous essence” — that is to say, what is dangerous is that technology 
displaces beings from what they originally were, hindering our ability to 
experience them truly.
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What Is the Essence of Technology?
Let us now follow Heidegger’s understanding of technology more exact-
ingly, relying on the Bremen lectures and “The Question Concerning 
Technology,” and beginning with four points of Heidegger’s critique 
(some of which we have already touched on).

First, the essence of technology is not something we make; it is a mode 
of being, or of revealing. This means that technological things have their 
own novel kind of presence, endurance, and connections among parts and 
wholes. They have their own way of presenting themselves and the world 
in which they operate. The essence of technology is, for Heidegger, not 
the best or most characteristic instance of technology, nor is it a nebulous 
generality, a form or idea. Rather, to consider technology essentially is to 
see it as an event to which we belong: the structuring, ordering, and “req-
uisitioning” of everything around us, and of ourselves. The second point 
is that technology even holds sway over beings that we do not normally 
think of as technological, such as gods and history. Third, the essence of 
technology as Heidegger discusses it is primarily a matter of modern and 
industrial technology. He is less concerned with the ancient and old tools 
and techniques that antedate modernity; the essence of technology is 
revealed in factories and industrial processes, not in hammers and plows. 
And fourth, for Heidegger, technology is not simply the practical applica-
tion of natural science. Instead, modern natural science can understand 
nature in the characteristically scientific manner only because nature 
has already, in advance, come to light as a set of calculable, orderable 
forces — that is to say, technologically.

Some concrete examples from Heidegger’s writings will help us develop 
these themes. When Heidegger says that technology reveals things to us 
as “standing reserve,” he means that everything is imposed upon or “chal-
lenged” to be an orderly resource for technical application, which in turn 
we take as a resource for further use, and so on interminably. For example, 
we challenge land to yield coal, treating the land as nothing but a coal 
reserve. The coal is then stored, “on call, ready to deliver the sun’s warmth 
that is stored in it,” which is then “challenged forth for heat, which in turn 
is ordered to deliver steam whose pressure turns the wheels that keep a 
factory running.” The factories are themselves challenged to produce tools 
“through which once again machines are set to work and maintained.”

The passive voice in this account indicates that these acts occur not 
primarily by our own doing; we belong to the activity. Technological con-
scriptions of things occur in a sense prior to our actual technical use of 
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them, because things must be (and be seen as) already available resources 
in order for them to be used in this fashion. This availability makes plan-
ning for technical ends possible; it is the heart of what in the Sixties and 
Seventies was called the inescapable “system.” But these technical ends 
are never ends in themselves: “A success is that type of consequence that 
itself remains assigned to the yielding of further consequences.” This 
chain does not move toward anything that has its own presence, but, 
instead, “only enters into its circuit,” and is “regulating and securing” 
natural resources and energies in this never-ending fashion.

Technology also replaces the familiar connection of parts to wholes; 
everything is just an exchangeable piece. For example, while a deer or a 
tree or a wine jug may “stand on its own” and have its own presence, an 
automobile does not: it is challenged “for a further conducting along, which 
itself sets in place the promotion of commerce.” Machines and other pieces 
of inventory are not parts of self-standing wholes, but arrive piece by piece. 
These pieces do share themselves with others in a sort of unity, but they are 
isolated, “shattered,” and confined to a “circuit of orderability.” The isolated 
pieces, moreover, are uniform and exchangeable. We can replace one piece 
of standing reserve with another. By contrast, “My hand . . . is not a piece of 
me. I myself am entirely in each gesture of the hand, every single time.”

Human beings too are now exchangeable pieces. A forester “is today 
positioned by the lumber industry. Whether he knows it or not, he is 
in his own way a piece of inventory in the cellulose stock” delivered to 
newspapers and magazines. These in turn, as Heidegger puts it in “The 
Question Concerning Technology,” “set public opinion to swallowing 
what is printed, so that a set configuration of opinion becomes available 
on demand.” Similarly, radio and its employees belong to the standing 
reserve of the public sphere; everything in the public sphere is ordered 
“for anyone and everyone without distinction.” Even the radio listener, 
whom we are nowadays accustomed to thinking of as a free consumer 
of mass media — after all, he “is entirely free to turn the device on and 
off ” — is actually still confined in the technological system of producing 
public opinion. “Indeed, he is only free in the sense that each time he must 
free himself from the coercive insistence of the public sphere that never-
theless ineluctably persists.”

But the essence of technology does not just affect things and people. 
It “attacks everything that is: Nature and history, humans, and divinities.” 
When theologians on occasion cite the beauty of atomic physics or the 
subtleties of quantum mechanics as evidence for the existence of God, 
they have, Heidegger says, placed God “into the realm of the orderable.” 
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God becomes technologized. (Heidegger’s word for the essence of tech-
nology is Gestell. While the translator of the Bremen lectures, Andrew 
Mitchell, renders it as “positionality,” William Lovitt, the translator of 
“The Question Concerning Technology” in 1977 chose the term “enfram-
ing.” It almost goes without saying that neither term can bring out all the 
nuances that Heidegger has in mind.)

The heart of the matter for Heidegger is thus not in any particular 
machine, process, or resource, but rather in the “challenging”: the way 
the essence of technology operates on our understanding of all matters 
and on the presence of those matters themselves — the all-pervasive way 
we confront (and are confronted by) the technological world. Everything 
encountered technologically is exploited for some technical use. It is 
important to note, as suggested earlier, that when Heidegger speaks of 
technology’s essence in terms of challenging or positionality, he speaks of 
modern technology, and excludes traditional arts and tools that we might 
in some sense consider technological. For instance, the people who cross 
the Rhine by walking over a simple bridge might also seem to be using 
the bridge to challenge the river, making it a piece in an endless chain of 
use. But Heidegger argues that the bridge in fact allows the river to be 
itself, to stand within its own flow and form. By contrast, a hydroelec-
tric plant and its dams and structures transform the river into just one 
more element in an energy-producing sequence. Similarly, the traditional 
activities of peasants do not “challenge the farmland.” Rather, they protect 
the crops, leaving them “to the discretion of the growing forces,” whereas 
“agriculture is now a mechanized food industry.”

Modern machines are therefore not merely more developed, or 
self-propelled, versions of old tools such as water or spinning wheels. 
Technology’s essence “has already from the outset abolished all those 
places where the spinning wheel and water mill previously stood.” 
Heidegger is not concerned with the elusive question of precisely dating 
the origin of modern technology, a question that some think important 
in order to understand it. But he does claim that well before the rise of 
industrial mechanization in the eighteenth century, technology’s essence 
was already in place. “It first of all lit up the region within which the 
invention of something like power-producing machines could at all be 
sought out and attempted.” We cannot capture the essence of technology 
by describing the makeup of a machine, for “every construction of every 
machine already moves within the essential space of technology.”

Even if the essence of technology does not originate in the rise of 
mechanization, can we at least show how it follows from the way we 
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 apprehend nature? After all, Heidegger says, the essence of technology 
“begins its reign” when modern natural science is born in the early sev-
enteenth century. But in fact we cannot show this because in Heidegger’s 
view the relationship between science and technology is the reverse of how 
we usually think it to be; natural forces and materials belong to technology, 
rather than the other way around. It was technological thinking that first 
understood nature in such a way that nature could be challenged to unlock 
its forces and energy. The challenge preceded the unlocking; the essence 
of technology is thus prior to natural science. “Modern technology is not 
applied natural science, far more is modern natural science the application 
of the essence of technology.” Nature is therefore “the fundamental piece of 
inventory of the technological standing reserve — and nothing else.” 

Given this view of technology, it follows that any scientific account 
obscures the essential being of many things, including their nearness. So 
when Heidegger discusses technology and nearness, he assures us that 
he is not simply repeating the cliché that technology makes the world 
smaller. “What is decisive,” he writes, “is not that the distances are dimin-
ishing with the help of technology, but rather that nearness remains out-
standing.” In order to experience nearness, we must encounter things in 
their truth. And no matter how much we believe that science will let us 
“encounter the actual in its actuality,” science only offers us representa-
tions of things. It “only ever encounters that which its manner of repre-
sentation has previously admitted as a possible object for itself.”

An example from the second lecture illustrates what Heidegger means. 
Scientifically speaking, the distance between a house and the tree in front 
of it can be measured neutrally: it is thirty feet. But in our everyday lives, 
that distance is not as neutral, not as abstract. Instead, the distance is an 
aspect of our concern with the tree and the house: the experience of walk-
ing, of seeing the tree’s shape grow larger as I come closer, and of the 
growing separation from the home as I walk away from it. In the scientific 
account, “distance appears to be first achieved in an opposition” between 
viewer and object. By becoming indifferent to things as they concern 
us, by representing both the distance and the object as simple but useful 
mathematical entities or philosophical ideas, we lose our truest experience 
of nearness and distance.

Turning To and Away from Danger
It is becoming clear by now that in order to understand the essence of tech-
nology we must also understand things non-technologically; we must enter 
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the realm where things can show themselves to us truthfully in a manner 
not limited to the technological. But technology is such a domineering force 
that it all but eliminates our ability to experience this realm. The possibility 
of understanding the interrelated, meaningful, practical involvements with 
our surroundings that Heidegger describes is almost obliterated. The dan-
ger is that technology’s domination fully darkens and makes us forget our 
understanding of ourselves as the beings who can stand within this realm. 

The third Bremen lecture lays out just how severe the problem is. 
While we have already seen how the essence of technology prevents us 
from encountering the reality of the world, now Heidegger points out 
that technology has become the world (“world and positionality are the 
same”). Technology reigns, and we therefore forget being altogether and 
our own essential freedom — we no longer even realize the world we have 
lost. Ways of experiencing distance and time other than through the ever 
more precise neutral measuring with rulers and clocks become lost to us; 
they no longer seem to be types of knowing at all but are at most vague 
poetic representations. While many other critics of technology point to 
obvious dangers associated with it, Heidegger emphasizes a different kind 
of threat: the possibility that it may prevent us from experiencing “the call 
of a more primal truth.” The problem is not just that technology makes it 
harder for us to access that realm, but that it makes us altogether forget 
that the realm exists.

Yet, Heidegger argues, recognizing this danger allows us to glimpse 
and then respond to what is forgotten. The understanding of man’s 
essence as openness to this realm and of technology as only one way in 
which things can reveal themselves is the guide for keeping technology 
within its proper bounds. Early in the fourth and last Bremen lecture, 
Heidegger asks if the danger of technology means “that the human is 
powerless against technology and delivered over to it for better or worse.” 
No, he says. The question, however, is not how one should act with regard 
to technology — the question that seems to be “always closest and solely 
urgent” — but how we should think, for technology “can never be over-
come,” we are never its master. Proper thinking and speaking, on the 
other hand, allow us to be ourselves and to reveal being. “Language is. . .
never merely the expression of thinking, feeling, and willing. Language is 
the inceptual dimension within which the human essence is first capable 
of corresponding to being.” It is through language, by a way of thinking, 
that “we first learn to dwell in the realm” of being.

The thought that opens up the possibility of a “turn” away from 
technology and toward its essential realm is the realization of its danger. 
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Heidegger quotes the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin: “But where the 
danger is, there grows also what saves.” By illuminating this danger, 
Heidegger’s path of thinking is a guide for turning away from it. The 
turn brings us to a place in which the truth of being becomes visible as 
if by a flash of lightning. This flash does not just illuminate the truth of 
being, it also illuminates us: we are “caught sight of in the insight.” As 
our own essence comes to light, if we disavow “human stubbornness” and 
cast ourselves “before this insight,” so too does the essence of technology 
come to light.

The Way of Nature and Poetry
A closer look at “The Question Concerning Technology” and some of 
the ways it adds to the Bremen lectures will help us further to clarify 
Heidegger’s view. In the Bremen lectures, Heidegger focuses on the con-
trast between entities seen as pieces in an endless technological chain 
on the one hand, and “things” that reveal being by bringing to light the 
rich interplay between gods and humans, earth and sky on the other. His 
example of such a “thing” in the first lecture is a wine jug used for sac-
rificial libation: The full jug gathers in itself the earth’s nutrients, rain, 
sunshine, human festivities, and the gift to the gods. All of these together 
help us understand what the wine jug is. In “The Question Concerning 
Technology,” it is products understood in a certain way that Heidegger 
contrasts with technology’s revealing. Drawing on Aristotle’s account of 
formal, final, material, and efficient causes, Heidegger argues that both 
nature (physis) and art (poiesis) are ways of “bringing-forth” — of uncon-
cealing that which is concealed. What is natural is self-producing, self-
arising, self-illuminating, not what can be calculated in order to become 
a formless resource. Poetry also brings things to presence. Heidegger 
explains that the Greek word techne, from which “technology” derives, at 
one time also meant the “bringing-forth of the true into the beautiful” and 
“the poiesis of the fine arts.” 

In contrast to Heidegger’s notion of a thing or of revealing stands the 
kind of objectivity for which our natural sciences strive. But in spite of 
what Heidegger himself borrows from Greek thought, he emphasizes that 
there is a link between modern technology and classic philosophy because 
of Plato’s understanding of being as permanent presence. For Plato, the 
“idea” of a thing — what it is — is its enduring look, which “is not and 
never will be perceivable with physical eyes” and cannot be experienced 
with the other senses either. This attention to what is purely present in 
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contemplation, Heidegger argues, ultimately leads us to forget the being 
of things, what is brought forth, and the world of human concern.

Heidegger’s brief sketches in these lectures suggest powerful alter-
natives to technological understanding that help us to recognize its 
limits. In “The Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger’s hope is 
to “prepare a free relationship to [technology]. The relationship will be 
free if it opens our human existence to the essence of technology.” It is 
not the case “that technology is the fate of our age, where ‘fate’ means 
the inevitableness of an unalterable course.” Experiencing technology 
as a kind — but only one kind — of revealing, and seeing man’s essential 
place as one that is open to different kinds of revealing frees us from “the 
stultified compulsion to push on blindly with technology or, what comes 
to the same, to rebel helplessly against it and curse it as the work of the 
devil.” Indeed, Heidegger says at the end of the lecture, our examining 
or questioning of the essence of technology and other kinds of reveal-
ing is “the piety of thought.” By this questioning we may be saved from 
technology’s rule.

Meaning and Mortality
Heidegger’s discussions offer several useful directions for dealing with 
technology, even if one disagrees with elements of his analysis. Consider 
his view of distance, where he differentiates neutral measured distance 
and geometrical shape from the spaces and distances with which we 
concern ourselves day by day. Someone thousands of miles away can be 
immediately present to one’s feelings and thoughts. Two tables may have 
identical size, yet each may be too big or small for comfortable, practical, 
or beautiful use. Heidegger’s understanding of the importance of space 
changes somewhat in his works, but what matters for us is his insistence 
that our understanding of the spaces in which we live is neither inferior 
nor reducible to a neutral, technical, scientific understanding of space. 
This is also true of time, direction, and similar matters. Perhaps most 
profoundly, Heidegger attempts to make visible an understanding of what 
is present, enduring, and essential that differs from a notion of the eternal 
based on time understood narrowly and neutrally. Heidegger’s alterna-
tives provide ways to clarify the irreducibility of our experience to what 
we can capture technologically, or through natural science. One example 
of this irreducibility is Aristotle’s virtue, which acts in light of the right 
time, the right place, and the right amount, not in terms of measures that 
are abstracted from experience. Ordinary human ways of understanding 
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are not mere folk opinion that is subservient to science, as some might say; 
they offer an account of how things are that can be true in its own way.

A second direction that Heidegger gives us for properly situating 
technology is his novel understanding of human being. For Heidegger, 
the traits that make us human are connected to our openness to being 
and to what can be revealed, to our standing in a clearing where things 
can approach us meaningfully. One feature of this understanding is that 
Heidegger pays attention to the place of moods as well as of reason in 
allowing things to be intelligible. Another feature is his concern for the 
unity in meaning in what is and is not, in presence and absence. For 
instance, an absent friend impresses on us the possibility of friendship as 
much as one who stands before us.

Central to Heidegger’s understanding of human being is the impor-
tance of death and dying in our understanding of our independence and 
wholeness. The importance of dying governs his choice of one of the 
examples he uses in the second Bremen lecture to clarify the difference 
between technology and ordinary concern:

The carpenter produces a table, but also a coffin. . . . [He] does not 
complete a box for a corpse. The coffin is from the outset placed in a 
privileged spot of the farmhouse where the dead peasant still lingers. 
There, a coffin is still called a “death-tree.” The death of the deceased 
flourishes in it. This flourishing determines the house and farmstead, 
the ones who dwell there, their kin, and the neighborhood. Everything 
is otherwise in the motorized burial industry of the big city. Here no 
death-trees are produced.

The significance of mortality fits together with Heidegger’s thought 
about reverence and gods. Gratitude, thankfulness, and restraint are prop-
er responses to knowing ourselves as beings who are mortal. Heidegger 
does not have in mind dignity in a conventional moral or Christian sense. 
Rather, he has in view the inviolability of being human and of things as 
they can be revealed. Reestablishing the experience of reverence is central 
for limiting the control of technological thinking.

The Necessity of Making Distinctions
Heidegger’s arguments about technology also raise several difficul-
ties. Most pressingly, he obscures the grounds for ranking what we may 
choose, and thus for choice itself. How exactly are the death camps differ-
ent from, and more horrible than, mechanized agriculture, if they are “in 
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essence” the same? How can we understand technology to be powerful but 
not so rigidly encompassing as to eclipse possibilities for ethical action?

Heidegger’s analysis of technology has something in common with 
what the early modern thinkers — from Machiavelli through Locke and 
beyond — who first established the link between modern science and prac-
tical life, considered to be radical in their endeavors: the importance of 
truth merely as effectiveness, of nature as conquerable, of energy and force 
as tools for control. In contrast to Heidegger, however, for these think-
ers such views are tied to a larger argument about happiness and what is 
good. Now, these early modern views of science and practical life — and 
alternative views, such as those expressed in classical thought — seem to 
be the true grounds for understanding the dominance of technology, and 
also for our ability to limit this dominance. The question we must ask is 
what Heidegger adds to the discussion of these thinkers, if they account 
for the realm of openness, revealing, and significance that Heidegger 
appears to have discovered, while affording grounds for moral ranking 
and prudential judgment absent in Heidegger.

Indeed, one might ask (despite Heidegger’s objection to the question) 
whence technology arises in its essence. Is the way that beings present 
themselves to us meaningful only in Heidegger’s sense, or can an account 
be given for this meaning that at the same time allows and even demands 
moral choice and openness to being beyond what Heidegger allows? 
Because matters appear to us technologically in a way that seems tied to 
choices we make based on particular views of happiness, of the good, and 
of the sacred (all of which are at least to some extent subject to rational 
discussion), isn’t it true that everything technological can be judged, 
disputed, evaluated, and ranked? Is our understanding of happiness, of 
the good, and of the sacred truly subservient to a prior understanding of 
entities as technological, or is it instead interspersed and coeval with it, 
or even prior to it?

We see in Heidegger’s other works instances where he amalgamates 
radical differences, similar to if less grotesque than comparing death 
camps and mechanized agriculture, such as his claim that America and 
communist Russia are “metaphysically” the same, both equally dominated 
by technology and the “rootless organization of the average man.” This 
claim again indicates how Heidegger’s view of metaphysical identity can 
distort significant differences, and how to attend to and choose among 
them. Things that present themselves technologically in Heidegger’s 
sense seem so controlled by a pervasive unified horizon that the pos-
sibility of our grasping and ranking these differences — whether from 
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within a technological understanding or from outside — remains obscure. 
In response, we might suggest that the distortion and the overreaching 
that make elements of technology questionable are in fact visible within 
technological activity itself because of the larger political and ordered 
world to which it belongs. This is not a causally reductive relation, but a 
descriptive and organizing one. To experience technology is also to expe-
rience its limits. We recognize the gulf between death camps and mecha-
nized agriculture, and the difference in kind between Soviet tyranny and 
American freedom, despite seeming similarities with respect to the place 
of technology, because these belong to larger wholes about which we can 
judge. Perhaps the key to understanding technology and to guiding it is, 
despite Heidegger’s animadversions, precisely to wonder about the ordi-
nary question of how to use technology well, not piece by piece to serve 
isolated desires, but as part of a whole way of life.
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