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Discuss what it means for Dasein to be thrown in relation to being-in-the-world and facticity


While various philosophers had previously used the term, ‘Dasein’ was primarily used by the German thinker Martin Heidegger in his work Being and Time. Literally meaning ‘Being-there’, Heidegger argued that Dasein is a physical being within a physical world: it exists within the world, and is usually conscious of its own reality as a living, existing thing. Heidegger himself stated that Dasein “does not just occur among other entities. Rather it is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very Being, that Being is an issue for it”,[footnoteRef:2] meaning that Dasein does not just exist as a being, but is one that “struggles” with its existence and purpose in the world. This is a fair statement to make, as humans often struggle to find meaning in their lives and seek a means of understanding their existence, such being a key aim of the Existentialist movement that Heidegger was a part of. [2:  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie & Edward Robinson, 1st Edition (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1962), p. 32] 

Dasein understands its existence as a fact, something that does and must exist, the core of Heidegger’s idea of facticity; in his Being and Time, he put forward the idea that facticity suggests that beings (Dasein) within the world have “Being-in-the-world” in so much as they understand their existence in relation to, and in connection with, other beings that have “Being” in the world.[footnoteRef:3] Heidegger stresses that, while humans ultimately live as independent beings, an idea put forward in various philosophies surrounding egoism and individuality (such as Nietzsche’s Übermensch, or  Rand’s Objectivism), other beings are important in our lives, as they exist alongside us in the physical world and we rely on them to help us achieve our self-determined “destiny.” In a way, this is similar to Aristotle’s ethics, as he stresses the importance of individual virtuosity and development, but understands that we must rely on other beings in order to exist and flourish. Dasein, therefore, must somewhat be aware of the factual existence of “Others” as well as the existence of its own self. Heidegger stated that Dasein’s Being is Being-with, and from the start of its existence, Dasein’s understanding of the “Other” is inherently within its own Being: [3:  ibid., p. 82] 

“…like any understanding, [it] is not an acquaintance derived from knowledge about them, but a primordially existential kind of Being, which […] makes such knowledge and acquaintance possible.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  ibid., p, 161] 

Therefore, the existence of Others is not something that Dasein must come to learn, understand or accept through philosophical deliberation or discussion, but is knowledge that it finds inherently within itself. For Cartesian philosophers, the necessity of there being an “Other” in order for us to fulfil our lives would be untrue; the only thing that we can honestly say exists is our own self. The attempt to necessitate the existence of another in our lives would be alarming: how could we know they exist? Why is it necessary that they exist? Could it just be illusions/the world playing tricks on us? Heidegger puts the knowledge of the Other down to an inherent understanding of the world, without really explaining where it comes from: it is simply a part of what Dasein is. The inability to clearly explain the reasoning behind his philosophical ideas is a problem that Heidegger has in situations like this.
Though Dasein could, in reality, apply to any being that fits the description, it is most often used to describe human beings, as we have a certain consciousness about our own self, and presumed knowledge of our own existence and Being. Unlike Husserl, whose understanding of existence and life was primarily a descriptive approach, Heidegger believed that ontology (the study of Being) was largely based on interpretation: he viewed it as a hermeneutic study, where “presuppositions ought not to be eschewed, but rather acknowledged and used to best effect.”[footnoteRef:5] Our pre-knowledge is important in that is key to helping us understand the world; our perception of the world is based upon the knowledge that it already available to us, our own individual human experience and existence in the physical world – we are not separate from it as a “soul” or “other being”, but as an entity that exists within the world. Some philosophers, however, would argue that we should not use our “presuppositions” to try understand reality, and should instead use a priori knowledge, gained from reason and careful/rational thought. Heidegger would disagree with this idea, believing that the information we already have from our experiences (a posteriori knowledge) is the key to understanding the world that we live in. [5:  Stephen Mulhall, Heidegger and Being and Time, 2nd Edition (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), p. 31] 

Like all Existentialist thinkers, Heidegger’s ideas were anthropocentric, being interested in the human subject: the one who thinks, who feels and who experiences the physical world; not with abstract ideas about love or honour, but grounded thoughts centred around human reality and what purpose our lives should have. Existentialists like Heidegger could somewhat be described as anarchists, as they had a specific stress on authenticity, that is being an authentic individual outside of social norms and constructs. These are two of the main thoughts behind Heidegger’s philosophy, as he explains not how we should live, but how we do live, in relation to Dasein and our self-purpose in the physical world.
Heidegger argued that Dasein is, in a sense, “thrown” into reality, being forced to exist in a world that it didn’t choose; it is born in a socio-cultural context that serves as a background for its future, determining things such as its education, its economic status and its beliefs. These situations that Dasein is thrown into from birth define, and somewhat limit, its future. For example, if one was born to an impoverished single mother living in a small Indian village, the opportunities available to you would be much different than if you were born to a privileged white family living in London; you would (usually) not have access to the same education or the same contacts which be useful to you later in life.
Similarly, although two people may be born into the same socio-cultural context, their opportunities may be different depending upon their gender. In both cases, none of the described people asked to be “thrown” into their situations, but are forced to live their lives with this unchosen past behind them. Being thrown into the world not only affects those who might have a negative or impoverished background, but also affects those who might be better-off: to Heidegger, the chance of being born rich and powerful is just as likely as the chance of being poor and weak.
While our choices are somewhat limited by this thrownness, Heidegger believes that we have the choice to react to these circumstances in various ways, taking the direction of our lives into our own hands and refusing to let our backgrounds entirely determine who we are. Heidegger’s emphasis on choosing who you want to be gives it a certain motivational quality that other Existentialist philosophies don’t have; he tells us that we have control over our lives and can decide who we are, instead of relying on the events of our past to tell us what we can do: although the past has some effect on our choices, we ultimately can decide what we do. While Dasein might have been thrown into reality in an impoverished Third-World country, it could have made the choice to work extraordinarily hard in order to break out of the life that society had “assumed” it, and instead lived an authentic life outside of the social norms that stated they should remain in their impoverished state.
It is also explained that Dasein is thrown into a world where it is constantly directed towards death, it is “Being-towards-death” as Heidegger himself put it. Dasein is aware of its own mortality, and understands that as soon as we die, everything that we have done in our life comes to an end: in a Nihilist sense, our lives are pointless and futile. However, it is up to Dasein to find a “purpose” throughout its life, even though that life might be pointless in itself. The actions we take in life to achieve our purpose are not done to reach some kind of afterlife/spirit realm, but instead to give us a sense of fulfilment and meaning in a world that seems meaningless: although Dasein’s life is constantly facing towards death, it must nonetheless do all it can to have an authentic existence. Dasein’s knowledge and understanding of its mortality is key to it living a fully authentic life.
Heidegger, however, does explain that the choices Dasein makes to live an authentic life, away from social norms and constructs, are not always easy ones: instead, they are full of Angst (anxiety) and dread. The choice/option to break away from social conformity terrifies us, not in the way that we might run away from something out of fear, but in the way that we might be afraid of a lack of structure and clear goals/meanings. So instead of breaking free from social conformity, we are frightened back into it: instead of Dasein living as the “I-self” it exists as the “they-self”, conforming to society’s ideals and rules, the opposite of what Existentialism intends. When in this they-self, we would much rather say that there is a “Chooser” who decides upon our fate and how we should live, than make the choice to take our own life and freedom into our hands. Although Dasein understands that it is different from other beings, “it has a tendency to see itself as just another item in the world. It seeks to shed responsibility for its Being. It conforms to external pressures.”[footnoteRef:6] Effectively, Dasein would rather convince itself that it lives inauthentically in some determined world where it cannot change its existence, than take it upon itself to live an authentic existence away from societal norms.  [6:  John Macquarrie, Heidegger and Christianity, 1st Edition (London: SCM Press, 1994), p. 19] 

It could be argued, through the inauthentic life of social norms, that Heidegger attempts to explain the existence and relevance of similar gods/God in various societies around the world: in order to convince themselves that their lives are “destined” to be the way that they are, Dasein has invented these metaphysical beings who have control over Fate and decide our lives in a predetermined way. While this certainly would explain the similarities shared between various metaphysical deities, religious scholars would argue against the idea, believing that while our lives may be predetermined, we still have the freedom to do what we choose to. However, Heidegger does not expressively say whether he believes God to exist or not, and if He did exist, what kind of Being He would have. Therefore, any talk of Heidegger and God/gods must come from assumption and a deeper understanding of Heidegger’s work and life.
Heidegger’s political life is something that was known, however, and is often brought up when discussions about his philosophy take place. He was a member of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi Party) in 1933, however John Macquarrie has argued that:
“while [Heidegger’s speeches] certainly express support for the regime, they are not extreme or fanatical and […] do not contain any anti-Semitic utterances.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  ibid., p. 112] 

At the time, the election of the Nazi Party was seen by many German citizens as a way of ensuring that the nation rebuilt its strength that it had lost since the First World War, and a way of keeping the Communists out of German leadership. It could, therefore, be argued that Heidegger saw the early ideas of the party as a way of breaking free from the societal norms of Post-WWI Germany and avoiding the “conformist” ideas that the Communists were putting forward at the time. The Nazi Party may have offered Dasein (Heidegger) the authentic existence that it desired, focusing on the individual self but also acknowledging the importance of an Other in Dasein’s own existence. As with most of his work and life, philosophers have argued about Heidegger’s involvement with the Nazi Party for decades, and it remains a point of contention with no concrete answers.
Ultimately, Heidegger’s goal is not to convince Dasein of living an authentic life (as his ideas are not an ethical theory about how we should live) but to show it the different ways of Being-in-the-world. When we are thrown blindly into the world, Dasein can make the choice to be authentic or inauthentic: both existences are valid. While our lives may point to death, it is up to us to decide how we experience that Being-towards-death. We must take the choice of authenticity or inauthenticity in our own hands, like Heidegger himself attempted to do.
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