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Chapter 1
Introduction

The question of whether Heidegger’s thought represents the crucial turning point in 
the history of Western philosophy could in and of itself be a topic for a lengthy 
discussion. Whatever might be decided on this point, it is nonetheless clear that his 
thought cannot simply be neglected.

The significance of Heidegger’s thought can be seen by the mere fact that its 
influence extends far beyond the realm of philosophy. The extraordinary fame that 
Sein und Zeit brought upon its author has been followed by the remarkable response 
it evoked in various specialized disciplines, the most prominent of which are those 
concerned with the problems of mental health and illness. Numerous psychiatrists 
and psychotherapists have approached Heidegger’s philosophy in search of new 
means of analytical reasoning and, in some cases, for a new basis of medical science 
as such. Beginning with Ludwig Binswanger, who made use of its terminology in 
his study Über Ideenflucht only 6 years after the publication of Sein und Zeit, there 
is a long list of names (including Alfred Storch, Heinz Häfner and many others) 
whose fame is to some extent connected with the philosophy of being.

A qualitatively new phase of this influence was marked by Heidegger’s friend-
ship with the Swiss psychiatrist Medard Boss. Thanks to him Heidegger decided to 
overcome his long-standing reticence about the reception of his work within the 
field of medicine and to begin interacting openly with medical thought. Especially 
the records of his Zurich series of lectures and seminars, published under the title 
Zollikoner Seminare, bear testimony to the arduous search for a common language. 
There we see him – a thinker striving for the most comprehensible explication of the 
foundational principles of the phenomenological method, facing a committee of 
medical specialists whose thinking is formed especially through concepts drawn 
from the discourse of natural sciences. In order to bridge the gap between himself 
and his audience, Heidegger cannot but launch a critical examination of the primary 
presuppositions of contemporary natural science. Insofar as scientific rationalism 
shapes the concepts of health and illness in the realm of contemporary medicine, it 
is necessary to unmask their artificiality and reveal their underlying intellectual 
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 constructs. However, the criticism of the natural sciences does not consist only in a 
negative evaluation of them. Heidegger’s critique is in fact primarily constructive, 
for its goal remains the unveiling of new thematic possibilities and connections. Its 
task is to mark out a new path to the region of being which is instrumental in deter-
mining human health and illness. Regardless of how difficult this path may be, the 
records of the lectures and the interviews as well as the excerpts from private cor-
respondence included in Zollikoner Seminare provide us with unique material for 
the examination of the possible value of the ontological analysis of human existence 
for psychopathology and psychotherapy.

Despite his avowed lack of familiarity with up-to-date results of scientific inquiry 
in the fields of psychopathology and psychotherapy, Heidegger attributes principal 
importance to the issues of these two disciplines.1 His focus is not so much specific 
pathological symptoms, detailed casuistic studies, or therapeutic practices, as it is 
the very foundation of the medical view of human existence. Without a careful con-
sideration of the question of the specifically human mode of existence, it is impos-
sible to find an adequate approach to human suffering. This is the only way to 
establish psychopathology and psychotherapy on a foundation that systematically 
does away with standardized ways of treating patients. It is not enough to strive to 
prevent the practical attitudes of physicians and therapists from slipping into a one- 
sided manipulation of suffering human beings. What is at issue is primarily the 
question of method, not one of the prerequisites of medical ethics. Psychopathology 
and psychotherapy must be given clearly defined methodical guidelines. While 
determining its nature, Heidegger refuses to reduce human existence to a mere func-
tioning of the psychic or somatic apparatus and tries to view human being in the 
whole breadth of its existence. The fact that we are imperfect and, because of our 
imperfection, constantly prone to losing ourselves, does not, in Heidegger’s opin-
ion, give the least credit to the approach which views the afflicted patient purely in 
terms of the object of scientific observation and medical treatment. Even while deal-
ing with the most severe cases known to psychopathology, experts shouldn’t give in 
to the impression that what they observe are mere effects of natural mechanisms 
rather than human existence in all of its essential features. If this impression pre-
vails, they deprive themselves of the only possible guidelines that can positively 
lead to an unreduced and undistorted understanding of pathological states. Doctors 
who do not want to ignore the individual experience of their patients must always 
keep in mind that “the unifying pole in psychotherapeutic science is the existing 
human being.”2

The above statement, however, says nothing about what or how human existence 
actually is. In order to evade the trap of Cartesian dualism in his description of the 
principal moments of human existence, Heidegger dismisses the distinction between 
res extensa and res cogitans, replacing it with being-in-the-world. To be a human 

1 Heidegger, Martin. 1987. Zollikoner Seminare, ed. Medard Boss.. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio 
Klostermann, 299.
2 Heidegger. Zollikoner Seminare, 259. English edition: Heidegger, Martin. 2001. Zollikon 
Seminars (trans. Mayr, Franz, and Askay, Richard). Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 209.
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