
Book Review

Heidegger on Being Uncanny, by Katherine Withy. Cambridge, MA & London:
Harvard University Press, 2015, vi + 250 pp. ISBN Hardback 978-0-674-41670-3
$45.00

Although the word itself appears explicitly in only a handful of his lectures and
written texts, ‘the uncanny’ (das Unheimliche) can plausibly claim to stand among
the central concepts of Heidegger ’s thinking. More precisely, as Katherine Withy
says on the last page of this immensely impressive book, ‘Uncanniness is one
formulation … of the single star that guided Heidegger’s thought: the turn of the
counterturning between presencing and absencing’ (242).

That guiding star was, of course, the question of being, a question that
necessarily implicates us human beings (Dasein) as the entities to whom and for
whom things – including ourselves – constantly reveal themselves, withdraw into
concealment, and reemerge in ways that we can never fully control or
comprehend. The great effort and achievement of Withy’s book is to lift the
concept of the uncanny out of its usual, exclusively psychological, context and to
place it firmly in the ontological domain of Heidegger’s philosophical project.
Her central thesis, expressed in the book’s title, is that uncanniness is not merely
a mood that we occasionally feel, but the ontological character of our being: We
are uncanny — or better, we exist uncannily. Uncanniness, Withy says, ‘belongs to
the human essence’ (4).

To show that it is indeed its ontological rather than its psychological import that
explains Heidegger ’s interest in the uncanny,Withymust dispel the illusion that the
concept, especially as it figures in Being and Time and in lectures in the 1930s and
1940s dealing with Sophocles’ Antigone, merely describes a passing mood or state
of mind. This is not easy, because Heidegger himself says that the uncanny is
revealed in anxiety (Angst), which is a kind of mood or attunement (Stimmung,
Befindlichkeit). Withy concedes the former but denies the latter: anxiety does indeed
disclose the uncanny, but it is not – for Heidegger’s ontological purposes – anything
like an experienced mood, conscious or unconscious. More precisely, she
distinguishes between ‘anxiety’ in the psychological sense from primordial anxiety,
or what she calls ‘originary angst’, as Heidegger introduces that notion in the essay,
‘What Is Metaphysics?’ Originary angst, Withy says, ‘is not a mood but is the
ground of all experience and all moods — including the mood of angst’ (86).

This interpretive move is not as implausible as it might at first appear. Indeed, it
is an ingenious solution to a problem scholars have often faced in trying to make
sense of what Heidegger says in Being and Time about the relations among three
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phenomena: uncanniness, anxiety, and ‘falling’ (Verfallen). Simplifying rather
drastically, let us say that Heidegger seems to be telling us both that our falling into
‘average everydayness’ is grounded in anxiety and that falling is itself a
fundamental existential structure of being-in-the-world, which is to say, our
inextricable immersion or absorption in the temporal present, thanks to which a
concrete worldly situation can be given to us at all. Hubert Dreyfus has argued,
very plausibly, that Heidegger must be equivocating in his use of the term ‘falling’,
which sometimes refers to the basic existential structure of the temporal present
but at other times signifies what Heidegger also describes as a (seemingly
psychologically motivated) ‘flight’ (Flucht) from anxiety. Alternatively, Fabio
Ciaramelli distinguishes two senses of ‘uncanniness’ to avoid essentially the same
difficulty. On his reading, falling is just fleeing into the tranquilizing comfort of
feeling ‘at home’ in publicness, rather than (also) our fundamental engagement
with things in the temporal present; but what generates falling, according to
Ciaramelli, is not anxiety but the uncanniness revealed in anxiety. This approach,
however, requires two phenomena of uncanniness: its primordial existential form
and the strangeness we feel when our ordinary absorption in the present situation
is disrupted.

Withy opts for a third alternative: Rather than distinguish two phenomena of
falling (à la Dreyfus) or two forms of the uncanny (à la Ciaramelli), her solution
is, as she puts it, ‘the doubling of angst. Originary angst grounds falling and the
mood of angst disrupts falling’ (86). This is a welcome proposal. For, although
Dreyfus’s attempt to disambiguate falling and fleeing is conceptually promising
in its own right, it is as much a criticism and revision of Being and Time as an
attempt to interpret the text as it stands. For better or worse, Heidegger seems
committed to describing Dasein’s falling both as a fundamental existential structure
and as involving its ‘turning away’ (Abkehr) from itself. Withy’s reading preserves
this commitment by reinstating both uncanniness and (originary) anxiety at the
heart of Dasein’s being, so that falling, even in its primordial form, must always
already be an ambiguous response to the essential elusiveness and obscurity of
existence. Moreover, splitting anxiety into two distinct phenomena (originary
and felt or experienced) is a less ad hoc interpretive maneuver than either of the
distinctions Dreyfus and Ciaramelli introduce into their accounts. For not only
do Heidegger’s discussions of anxiety more obviously oscillate between two quite
distinct registers (ontological and psychological) but he also says very different
things about them on those two different levels. For example, primordial anxiety
is pervasive and essential to existence, whereas anxiety as consciously felt is
episodic, fleeting, and rare.

The (roughly) middle hundred pages of Withy’s book (chapters 3 and 4) offer a
detailed interpretation of Heidegger ’s several treatments of the first choral ode (the
‘Ode to Man’) in Sophocles’ Antigone — first in the 1935 lectures later published as
Introduction to Metaphysics, and then in Hölderlin’s Hymn ‘The Ister’ of 1942.
‘Uncanny’ (unheimlich) is Heidegger’s translation of the Greek deinon, a word more
standardly rendered ‘terrible’, ‘fearsome’, ‘mighty’, ‘powerful’, ‘wondrous’, or
‘strange’. What is deinon is either threatening or sublime, or both. Withy, following
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Heidegger, often says that the ode tells us that man (or, in more contemporary
English, ‘the human being’) is ‘the most deinon entity’, although ‘the claim is not
about the quantity or extent of human uncanniness … Rather, the human being
is deinon in a special kind of way’ (109). This is surely right, and indeed what
Sophocles says is not that man is the most deinon of all things but that ‘nothing is
more deinon than man’ – a subtle difference, but a reminder that the point is not
to compare degrees of uncanniness among different kinds of things, but to
recognize that man’s uncanniness is, as Withy acknowledges, peculiar and
incomparable.

Withy’s reading of Heidegger ’s reading of the choral ode is detailed, subtle, and
compelling. She says far more about it than I can summarize here, but the gist of
her account is, again, that uncanniness is, for Heidegger, the fundamental character
both of Dasein’s being and of being as such. Sophocles’ seemingly paradoxical
phrases, pantoporos aporos and hupsipolis apolis – usually rendered (something like)
‘resourceful, lacking resource’ and ‘high in the city, stateless’, respectively – are, on
Heidegger ’s reading, expressions of the essential but unstable blend of presence
and absence, concealment and unconcealment, hiddenness, and appearance,
which constitute man’s having to be at home precisely in his not being at home
in the world. Famously – or rather, notoriously – Heidegger ’s reading of the choral
ode is resolutely metaphysical. The Greek polis, he liked to say, was nothing
‘political’, but rather embodied an understanding of the ‘clearing’ (Lichtung) in
which entities – including ourselves – show up to, but then withdraw from, our
effort to grasp and comprehend them. The polis is the site both of dikê (justice)
and phusis (nature), which for Heidegger mean, respectively, the stable
intelligibility or ‘fittingness’ (Fug) of the world and the open clearing or ‘swirl’
(Wirbel) we are caught up in and in which things constantly make sense and fail
to make sense to us.

Withy passes rather quietly over the very thorny issue of whether Heidegger
can be said to be reading the choral ode in the Antigone at all, as opposed to simply
foisting upon it an ontological scheme entirely of his own design. In his defense,
she writes that,

while Heidegger ’s vocabulary and translations are unfamiliar and his
interpretation extreme and novel (he would say, violent), the picture of
the human being that he finds in the ode is not too far removed from what
a thoughtful reader of the ode might herself come to. It presents a familiar
picture of the human being. (106).

This is a bit quick, for she also quotes Heidegger saying, ‘The authentic
interpretation must show what does not stand there in the words and which is
nevertheless said’ (ibid., my emphasis). But does the ode say what Heidegger says
it says? In several crucial respects, no. Those internally contrasting pairs of phrases,
for example – pantoporos aporos and hupsipolis apolis – do not appear in the poem as
the paradoxical formulas Heidegger takes them to be. Heidegger renders
pantoporos aporos, ‘Everywhere venturing forth underway, experienceless without
any way out’ (Überall hinausfahrend unterwegs, erfahrungslos ohne Ausweg). In the
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Greek text, however, aporos is followed by the negative ep’ ouden, so that most
translators render the full phrase (something like), ‘full of resourcefulness, lacking
resource in nothing’. Taken this way, the line means almost exactly the opposite of
what we find in Heidegger’s translation. Similarly, although ancient Greek texts
themselves had no punctuation, modern editions typically insert a semicolon
between the words hupsipolis and apolis. On this standard construction, that is,
far from denoting man’s paradoxical place, at once ‘Towering high above the site,
forfeiting the site’ (Hochüberragend die Stätte, verlustig der Stätte), as Heidegger has
it, the two words occur in two different, contrasting clauses describing man in
prosperity on the one hand, and then in exile and defeat on the other. Again,
Heidegger ’s translation does not merely go beyond what is literally contained in
the words; it fails to capture what is said in the passage altogether; in fact, it says
something completely different.

About this Withy says virtually nothing, except to refer the reader in a footnote
to Michel Haar’s treatment of the problem. She could, of course, reply that the
correctness of Heidegger’s interpretation is beside the point of her analysis, which
concerns Heidegger ’s, not Sophocles’s, meaning. Still, Heidegger claimed to be
uncovering something actually said in the text, and Withy herself suggests that
what he purports to find there ‘is not too far removed from what a thoughtful
reader of the ode might herself come to’, so it is hard not to feel that some further
reflection and discussion might have at least cleared the air a bit.

The first chapter of the book attempts to provide background or context by
means of a survey of non-Heideggerian discussions of the uncanny, from Ernst
Jentsch, Sigmund Freud, and Albert Camus to more recent work by Jonathan Lear,
Thomas Nagel, and Stanley Cavell. The chapter contains some interesting insights.
For example, one of Jentsch’s examples of the uncanny, a snake that one at first
mistakes for a tree, fails to capture the phenomenon since, as Withy rightly
observes, ‘the tree/snake is either animate or inanimate rather than both and neither’
(18). The chapter gives the impression of a somewhat extraneous preliminary
digression, however, in part simply because Heidegger’s approach to the uncanny
is so radically different from those of the other authors Withy considers.

Happily, though, her chapter 5 brilliantly vindicates the preview of Freud in
chapter 1, for here – close to the end of the book – Withy proposes an extremely
illuminating comparison. Freud, she tells us, astutely observed that the word
heimlich has two meanings: familiar and safe (like ‘home’), but also hidden or secret
(Geheimnis). Moreover, the word in its latter meaning paradoxically approaches the
sense of what ought to be its negation, namely, unheimlich. Consequently,
unheimlich itself oscillates between two meanings: the unfamiliar but also the
revealed secret, hence, Freud’s intriguing characterization of the prefix un- as the
‘token of repression’ (216).

Withy takes this up and refines it by distinguishing two different kinds of un-
prefix, what she calls the ‘negating un-’ and the ‘reversing un-’: the former simply
indicates a lack (‘unclean’, ‘ungrateful’); the latter suggests the undoing of
something done, perhaps a restoration of the prior, proper state of something
(‘unbuckle’ and ‘uncover ’) (216–17, 217 n19, n20). What this semantic difference
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suggests is a striking structural analogy between Freud’s account of repression (the
mere negation of some psychic content) and the return of the repressed (the undoing
of the repression) and Heidegger ’s conception of our essential uncanniness, which
is to say, Dasein’s essence as involving both the concealing and unconcealing of
being. Simply put, Dasein’s essence is to unconceal entities and the world in which
they appear, but all unconcealing involves concealment, so concealment, too, turns
out to belong to Dasein. An authentic revelation of Dasein’s essence, then, reveals
concealment as such, which estranges Dasein from its own essence. As Withy says,
Dasein just is uncanny. Note that none of this describes a psychological syndrome
or mental state, either conscious or unconscious, but rather the ontological
structure of human existence, which consists precisely in the relation in which
the human being stands to being as concealment and unconcealment. In a word,
‘Heidegger ’s uncanny has the structure of Freud’s return of the repressed’ (221).

The book concludes with some discerning reflections on Heidegger ’s
ambiguous relation to Foucault’s critique of the modern concept of man as a
transcendental-empirical double. On the one hand, Heidegger ’s distinction
between the ontological and the ontic, between being and entities, seems to locate
him directly in the anthropological discourse of modernity, which Foucault
dismisses as a kind of ‘sleep’ — not at all the wakefulness and remembrance of
being envisioned by thinkers like Heidegger. On the other hand, as Withy rightly
points out, the ontological ‘ground’ in Heidegger turns out to be nothing at all like
the transcendental grounds variously imagined by thinkers like Kant, Hegel, Marx,
Freud, and Husserl. The ground of being, Heidegger regularly said, is an
‘unground’, or as Withy puts it, ‘the non-ground that uncannily grounds’, so that
‘In embracing uncanniness, Heidegger moves from the modern episteme to a
post-modern one’ (240). One might add that Heidegger not only keeps pace with
Foucault’s critique of modernity but outpaces him by continuing to try – as
Foucault did not – to articulate the ahistorical conditions of anything like a
discourse or an episteme coming into being at all, whether then to fail or not fail
by its own lights.

Heidegger on Being Uncanny offers the most thorough and nuanced account of
Heidegger ’s treatment of the uncanny currently available in the secondary
literature. It is full of fresh new insights and powerful arguments. Anyone who
wants to understand what Heidegger says about anxiety and the limits of
philosophical reflection will have to read and come to grips with this book.
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