Heidegger’s Retrieval of Aristotelian pathos:  On the Place of “the Bodily” in Heidegger’s Thought


Most commentators criticize Heidegger for neglecting the issue of bodiliness, and the secondary literature accordingly reflects the absence of any developed Heideggerian account of embodiment. The general significance of my dissertation resides in the reversal of this situation insofar as I show that the dearth of secondary literature does not reveal a lacuna in Heidegger’s thought, but instead reflects a blind spot of his readers. By offering a new perspective on Heidegger’s thought that allows us to recognize when Heidegger addresses the issue of bodiliness, my research shows that this issue, far from being absent in his thought, is fairly ubiquitous. This new perspective will allow me to introduce Heidegger to the broader academic debate concerning the significance of human bodiliness.


The key to grasping the philosophical significance of the bodily in Heidegger’s thought is found in an early seminar from 1924: Grundbegriffe der aristotelischen Philosophie. Heidegger here elucidates the nature of the bodily through a radical retrieval and transformation of Aristotle’s concept of pathos. In the seminar, pathos initially indicates the general condition or state (hexis) through which one finds oneself in the world. But Heidegger quickly points out that the question concerning the essence of pathos is imbedded in the broader question of how it is possible for anything to happen or occur to the human in accordance with its being. That is, pathos as an ontological determination names the human being’s (or Dasein’s) capacity for being-moved. Heidegger’s reflections on the nature of the bodily accordingly occur in his investigations of the ontological movement proper to the human being as a pathētikon. Using the retrieval of pathos as an interpretive optic through which to view Being and Time, we see that Dasein’s disposition (Befindlichkeit), thrownness (Geworfenheit), and becoming what it already is (Zeitlichkeit), all involve fundamentally the question of the bodiliness (i.e., to paschein or being-moved) of Dasein. The phenomenon of “ontological movement” underlies Heidegger’s understanding of each of these concepts. His articulation of the structure and possibility of this type of movement makes up his response to the question of how beingness is able to emerge. This is the fundamental sense of Heidegger’s “question of the meaning of being.”  To respond to this question is to describe the ontological movement of Dasein that opens the site Heidegger calls “world.” Bodiliness, articulated as the ontological pathos or being-moved particular to human being, is what brings about world or the possibility that defines the human, i.e., the possibility and necessity of understanding entities in terms of their beingness.  It is only by understanding this Heideggerian interpretation of pathos that we can both adequately understand the key concepts of Being and Time mentioned above as well as comprehend Heidegger’s unique contribution to the philosophical question of what it means to be bodily. From these results, we will be in a position to introduce Heidegger’s voice to the debate on embodiment so prevalent in current academic discourse.
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