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Heidegger & Nazism 

By Vern Crisler, 2015 

 

1.  All Mistakes Have Been 

Corrected 

The political philosopher Leo Strauss, 

who had attended lectures given by 

Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, 

was of the opinion that the philosophy 

of existentialism owes is significance to 

a single man: none other than Heidegger 

himself.1  In Strauss’s view, 

Heidegger’s revolution in thought was 

the greatest phenomenon in philosophy 

since Hegel had lived.  “I remember the 

impression he made on me,” said 

Strauss, “when I heard him first as a 

young Ph.D., in 1922. . . . I said to 

[Franz Rosenzweig] that, in comparison 

with Heidegger [Max] Weber appeared 

to me as an ‘orphan child’ in regard to 

precision and probing and competence.  

I had never seen before such 

seriousness, profundity, and 

                                                           
1 Leo Strauss, “An Introduction to Heideggerian 

Existentialism,” in The Rebirth of Classical 

Political Rationalism, Chicago: Univ. of 

concentration in the interpretation of 

philosophic texts.  I had heard 

Heidegger’s interpretation of certain 

sections in Aristotle, and some time later 

I heard Werner Jaeger in Berlin interpret 

the same texts.  Charity compels me to 

limit my comparison to the remark that 

there was no comparison.”2 

This may simply be the nostalgia of a 

young man who had been dazzled by the 

close readings of philosophic texts by 

Heidegger, but it is a good example of 

the impact that Heidegger had on 

Germany’s younger post-war 

generation.  Of course, the issue now on 

everyone’s mind regarding Heidegger is 

why he became a Nazi, and more 

importantly, whether his existential 

philosophy “leads to Nazism.”   Strauss 

himself remarked in the 1950s on 

Heidegger’s Nazism: 

“Heidegger became a Nazi in 1933.  This was 

not due to a mere error of judgment. . . . 

Everyone who had read his first great book . . . 

could see the kinship in temper and direction 

between Heidegger’s thought and the Nazis.  

What was the practical, that is to say, serious 

Chicago Press, 1989, p. 27; original lecture 

given in the 1950s. 
2 Strauss, pp. 27-28. 
3 Strauss, p. 30. 

meaning of the contempt for reasonableness and 

the praise of resoluteness except to encourage 

that extremist movement?”3 

What does Strauss mean when he speaks 

in this regard of “kinship in temper and 

direction”?  He was well aware of 

Heidegger’s infamous comments about 

the “greatness” and “inner truth” of the 

National Socialist movement, and 

pointed to a 1953 preface of Heidegger 

in which the latter stated that all 

mistakes had been corrected, meaning 

that the “greatness” comment was 

Heidegger’s own view.  In other words, 

Heidegger never repented of his 

political heresy even after World War 

II.4 

Was Strauss guilty of reading later 

things back into earlier things?  

Unfortunately, the concept of “kinship” 

with regard to temper and direction is 

not very clear.  What precisely was it 

about the “contempt for reasonableness” 

or the “praise of resoluteness” that led to 

Nazism?  This is an especially 

meaningful question because Strauss is 

4 Strauss also went on to point out the “kinship” 

of Nietzsche’s thought with fascism, although 

he says Nietzsche would not have sided with 

Hitler.  Strauss, p. 31. 
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the one who named the ad Hitlerum 

fallacy.  This fallacy consists in an ad 

hominem argument to the effect that 

someone’s belief or political position is 

also something Hitler believed, and 

therefore will “lead to the Holocaust.”  

The fallacy is easily seen by pointing out 

that Hitler breathed oxygen, but this 

does not mean that because someone 

breathes oxygen, he will cause a new 

Holocaust.  That is also true for Hitler’s 

beliefs in general.  Does the fact that 

Hitler believed in policy x mean that 

anyone who holds policy x is just like 

Hitler?  It would be silly to think so.  The 

same goes for what the Nazis believed.  

The fact that the Nazis believed in (say) 

patriotism does not mean that someone 

who believes in patriotism is a Nazi.  

One could keep going on with this, but 

these examples serve as a caution 

against quick evaluation of ideas based 

on nothing more than the character of 

those who believed them in the past.  

Hence, we will have to demur from 

Strauss’s view that unreasonableness or 

resoluteness caused Heidegger to 

become a Nazi.  Strauss would have had 

to demonstrate the connection to a much 

greater extent than he did in order to 

avoid the fallacy he himself named. 

2.  Existentialism & Transformation 

Let us briefly examine Heidegger’s 

philosophy first before discussing how 

much blame to assign to him for his 

Nazism.  In some ways it seems that 

Heidegger merely borrows from 

theology or religious language and 

secularizes it.  So rather than talking of 

God, there is talk of Being.  Those 

properties that are attributed to God in 

theology are attributed to Being by 

Heidegger.  For instance, there is talk of 

Being as something that “shines” or 

“reveals” itself, formerly spoken of 

God.  The problem with metaphysics is 

that it does not “devote itself” to Being, 

something that believers had hitherto 

done with respect to God.  Men have 

“concealed” Being or have “forgotten” 

Being, just as men have turned from 

God or have forgotten God.  One must 

adopt a “different kind of thinking” in 

order to be responsive to Being, whereas 

in the past believers had to be converted 

to be responsive to God.  Here are two 

paragraphs from Heidegger.  The first 

one is verbatim, while in the second I 

have replaced Being with God:   

*Suppose we recall the truth of Being out of the 

nature and the truth of metaphysics; then this 

might be asked as well: How did it come about 

that beings take precedence everywhere and lay 

claim to every ‘is’ while that which is not a 

being is understood as Nothing, though it is 

Being itself, and remains forgotten?” 

**Suppose we recall the truth of God out of the 

nature and the truth of metaphysics; then this 

might be asked as well: How did it come about 

that empirical things take precedence 

everywhere and lay claim to every ‘is’ while that 

which is not an empirical thing is understood as 

non-existent, though it is God himself, and 

remains forgotten?” 

Notice how the second paragraph, with 

God taking the place of Being, suddenly 

makes a lot more sense as a rejection of 

positivism.  In the positivist worldview, 

God does not exist and only the 

empirical world is said to exist.  God is 

treated as Nothing and is forgotten, 

while only man and his world are said to 

exist.  Heidegger continues: 

*“How did it come about that with Being it 

really is nothing and that Nothing really is not?  

Is it perhaps from this that the as yet unshaken 

presumption has entered into all metaphysics 

that ‘Being’ may simply be taken for granted 

and that Nothing is therefore made more easily 

than beings?” 

Now we substitute God for Being in the 

original paragraph: 



3 
 

**“How did it come about that with God, he 

really is nothing and that Nothing really is not?  

Is it perhaps from this that the as yet unshaken 

presumption has entered into all metaphysics 

that ‘God’ may simply be taken for granted and 

that Nothing is therefore made more easily than 

empirical things?” 

We can see in the second paragraph that 

the question is how it has come about 

that God is treated as Nothing and that 

this Nothing is treated as non-existent.  

In this view, God can be taken for 

granted, and it is easier to deny the 

existence of God than understand the 

empirical world.  In this way, if one 

retranslates Heidegger’s impersonalized 

references to “Being” back to a 

personalized reference to “God,” 

Heidegger begins to make more sense.   

W. T. Jones goes farther than the idea 

that Heidegger retranslates theological 

language into his ontological categories.  

He contends, instead, that Heidegger is 

closer to religious mystics: 

“[W]henever what Heidegger the ontologist 

says about Being seems impenetrable, the 

puzzled reader may find it helpful to try 

translating it into the language of religious 

mysticism.  To do so may prove ‘illuminating,’ 

                                                           
5 Jones, W. T.  History of Western Philosophy: 

The Twentieth Century to Wittgenstein and 

in much the same way that Heidegger himself 

held that Being illuminates beings.”5 

By thinking of Heidegger as a religious 

mystic, one can retranslate his 

ontological language back to mystical 

language, and this makes it easier to 

understand Heidegger’s sometimes 

impenetrable prose. 

Heidegger speaks of Dasein, or 

humanity.  Human beings are not in the 

world in the same way as water is in a 

glass, a mere being inside of something.  

Instead, humans see things around them 

as ready-to-hand.  They are concerned 

about the world and care about the 

future and want to understand it.  Dasein 

(or mankind) is teleologically oriented 

to the world.  The objects around man 

are useful or practical, and are not 

merely objects of “bare perceptual 

cognition,” says Heidegger.6  Man has 

more than an intellectual interest in the 

world of things, but has an emotional 

empathy or concern for the world of 

things. 

In addition, Heidegger says that man’s 

existence involves “living-ahead.”  This 

Sartre, New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 

1952, 1975, Vol. V, p. 293. 

is similar to Sartre’s later view that man 

does not have a nature but defines 

himself.  His future is not determined 

because he has no fixed nature and thus 

has future possibilities.  Mankind knows 

or understands and presses forward into 

“possibilities.”  He knows himself in 

terms of possibilities.  He does not know 

in the old Cartesian way of existing 

within an “inner sphere.”  Rather, man 

is first “fascinated” by the world, and 

then focuses on it, resulting in 

propositional knowledge.  He does not 

go “outside” to find treasure, then come 

back into his inner sanctuary, but is 

always being “outside” and “alongside 

entities.”  Understanding is not a 

spectator sport but means being 

involved.7 

Reflecting theological language about 

the fall of man and the Christian 

understanding that man is on a 

pilgrimage in this world, Heidegger 

speaks of Dasein being “thrown” into 

the world in its totality, without any 

knowledge of how or why, and never 

feeling at home in this world.  

Heidegger calls this pilgrimage 

6 Jones, p. 298. 
7 Jones, p. 308. 
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“facticity.”8  He says that this facticity is 

revealed through “anxiety.”  In 

theology, the man who struggles against 

the principle of evil working against the 

“better angels of his nature” says 

mournfully, “O wretched man that I am!  

Who will deliver me from this body of 

death?”9  This sorrow leads to the fear of 

God as it is first encountered by a man 

suddenly aware of his sinfulness, his 

vulnerability, his misery.  Heidegger’s 

“anxiety” about everything and nothing 

resembles this spiritual struggle, 

although cast in Heidegger’s usual 

idiom. 

We’ve noted that Heidegger taught that 

man did not have a fixed nature.  He 

regarded man as malleable, so that he 

could choose his own nature, not have 

his nature chosen for him by the Other.  

If he allowed the Other, the crowd or 

society, to choose his nature for him, he 

became a mere “they-self.” This is 

similar to Sartre’s later idea that the 

Other’s “look” tries to reduce one’s I to 

an object, and vice versa.  For 

Heidegger, one must define one’s own 

                                                           
8 Jones, p. 307. 
9 St. Paul in Romans 7:24. 
10 Jones, 312, 313. 

nature rather than allow the they-self to 

be defined by the look of the Other.  

However, all too often the I is 

dominated by the Other as a way of 

escaping “anxiety” and this unauthentic 

mode of existence is “fallenness.”10 

In theology, men must conduct the time 

of their sojourning here in ethical fear.  

This is not the cowardly fear of those 

who are without hope but is rather 

humble awe and respect for the divine 

Being who has power over life and 

death.  This “fear of God,” this fear of 

his power over our future, is what leads 

to an eschatological existence―living a 

holy life in anticipation of the final day.  

Heidegger secularizes the theological 

conception as “being-toward-death,” 

which gives human life a quasi-

eschatological character.  This 

anticipation of death serves as a basis for 

the ethics of authenticity and the 

rejecting of the they-self.11  In theology, 

man’s conscience convicts him, calls to 

him to lead a moral life.  In Heidegger’s 

view, conscience is the secularized 

voice of Being that calls man to live 

11 Jones, 315. 

resolutely, that calls “Dasein forth to its 

possibilities.”  In quali-religious 

language, Heidegger says: 

“The need is: to preserve the truth of Being no 

matter what may happen to man and everything 

that ‘is’.  Freed from all constraint, because born 

of the abyss of freedom, this sacrifice is the 

expense of our human being for the preservation 

of the truth of Being in respect of what-is.  In 

sacrifice there is expressed that hidden thanking 

which alone does homage to the grace 

wherewith Being has endowed the nature of 

man, in order that he may take over in his 

relationship to Being the guardianship of 

Being.”12 

The main task is to preserve the truth of 

Being.  This involves sacrifice and calls 

for thanksgiving for the grace of being 

endowed by Being to be a guardian of 

Being.  The echo of thanksgiving is 

man’s “answer to the Word of the 

soundless voice of Being.”  In addition, 

“Obedient to the voice of Being, thought 

seeks the Word through which the truth 

of Being may be expressed. . . . The 

thinker utters Being.  The poet names 

12 Maurice Friedman, The Worlds of 

Existentialism: A Critical Reader, New York: 

Humanity Books, 1991, 1999, p. 258.  
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what is holy.”13  Again, Heidegger is 

merely retranslating religious, even 

biblical language into the impersonal 

idiom of his phenomenology. 

One of Heidegger’s strongest quasi-

religious statements occurred when he 

gave a speech in favor of Nazism in 

1933, “Acknowledgement to Adolf 

Hitler and the Nazi State”: 

“The people wins back the truth of its will to 

Dasein, for truth is the revelation of that which a 

people in its actions and knowing makes sure, 

clear, and strong.  Out of such truth arises the 

genuine will to knowledge. . . . We know that the 

courage of inquiry, the courage to experience 

and endure the abysses of existence, is already 

in itself a higher answer. . . . This revolution 

brings with it the complete transformation of our 

German existence.  From now on each things 

demands decision and every action 

accountability.”14 

Here we see the mention of truth as 

“revelation” that is clear and strong, just 

as in theology God’s revelation is 

regarded as perspicuous.  For 

Heidegger, the “revolution” causes a 

complete transformation of German 

existence.  This reflects the theological 

idea of the eschatological 

                                                           
13 Friedman, 259. 
14 Friedman, 531. 

transformation of society in the future.  

Then there is the characteristic emphasis 

on “decision” and “accountability” 

which in theology are part of the 

religious conversion process, wherein 

one makes a decision for God and 

remains accountable to God for one’s 

conduct. 

What does any of this philosophy of 

existence have to do with Nazism?  I 

think that I would not be too far removed 

from reality in asserting that 

Heidegger’s attempt to correlate his 

philosophy with Nazism was just pure 

folly.  I almost said pure opportunism.  

However, the notion of opportunism 

would be to interpret Heidegger’s 

actions in a cynical fashion.  In contrast 

to this, however, we must take seriously 

Heidegger’s passionate commitment to 

the Nazi cause, for he really believed in 

it and thought it expressed his 

philosophy.  That is all the more reason 

to describe his correlation of the two as 

folly. 

The essential core of Heidegger’s 

philosophy has its roots in Hegelian 

15 In fairness to eugenicists and “scientific” 

racists, most just wanted a social policy that 

social epistemology.  For Hegel, the I 

only had reality in terms of the Other.  

This other-directed view of the world 

led Hegel into a notorious statism, since 

the Other found its highest point in the 

state.  It could be argued, successfully I 

think, that Hegel was the founder of 

Progressivism.  Modern Progressives 

are statists in their political philosophy 

and it is easy to see why a statist 

ideology like Nazism could be an 

outgrowth of Progressivism, (though of 

course, one cannot argue the converse).   

In any case, eugenics, racial struggle, 

statism (government interventionism or 

social control), these were all part of 

Progressivism.  The idea was to make 

progress and this too was an inheritance 

from Hegelian developmentalism with 

its notion of dialectical historical 

progress.  Where did the Progressives 

want to go?  Progress where?  Answer: 

To progress beyond traditional values, 

traditional moral and legal constraints, 

traditional religion, and above all for 

man to progress beyond man by way of 

eugenics or directed evolution.15  Or as 

would limit marriage to those who were “fit” or 

“pure” or of a “higher” human stock.  There was 
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arch-Progressive, Woodrow Wilson, 

stated it in 1907: 

“Living political constitutions must be 

Darwinian in structure and in practice.  Society 

is a living organism and must obey the laws of 

life, not of mechanics; it must develop.  All the 

progressives ask or desire is permission—in an 

era when “development,” “evolution,” is the 

scientific word—to interpret the Constitution 

according to the Darwinian principle….”16 

 

It is easy to see how Heidegger’s nature-

less, malleable man fit in pretty well 

with an optimistic and developmental 

social philosophy, and could even be 

reconciled with Marxism.  At one point 

he says: 

“What Marx, on the basis of Hegel’s philosophy, 

recognized in an essential and important sense 

as man’s alienation, has its roots in the 

homelessness of modern man . . . . Since Marx, 

in his awareness of this alienation, attains an 

                                                           
nothing inherent in their view that required 

social policy to be imposed by murder in the way 

that Hitler did. 
16 It may come as a shock to many but Jim Crow 

laws, segregation, and white supremacy were 

just as much a part of Progressivism as was 

Prohibitionism.  Cf., Link, A. & McCormick, R.  

The American History Series: Progressivism, 

Arlington Heights, IL: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 

1983, pp. 98ff.  The Progressive notion of racial 

hygiene and separation of “superior” races from 

essential dimension of history, the Marxist 

conception of history is superior to all others.”17 

From this we can see that Heidegger was 

a quasi-leftist in his social and economic 

philosophy, praising Marx’s dialectical 

materialism, and he welcomed the 

combination of traditionalism, 

nationalism, and socialism, i.e., national 

socialism. 

One must also take into account that 

Heidegger was caught up in a powerful 

political movement, which shared many 

of his own beliefs about the future of 

Germany.  Undoubtedly, he did not 

realize at the beginning that his romantic 

view of Hitler was based on Faerie dust, 

but reality soon set in afterward when he 

was forced to resign his position at 

Freiburg, and forced to keep quiet until 

the end of the war.18 

“inferior” races was greatly influenced by 

Darwinism and eugenics.  The essence of 

Progressivism was “social control” and in the 

hands of the unscrupulous and evil, such social 

control had disastrous consequences for 

humanity especially in regard to race. 
17 Friedman, 262. 
18 Heidegger’s teacher, Husserl, was not forced 

by the Nazis to resign his post when Heidegger 

came on the scene, but rather retired in 1928.  

The Nazi race laws went into effect in 1933.  It 

3.  Capitalism & Struggle 

I do not see any real philosophic link 

between Heidegger’s philosophy and 

the politics of Nazism.  Much of 

Heidegger’s philosophy seems like fluff 

and nonsense to me, but there is nothing 

peculiarly Nazi about it.  As we have 

seen, Heidegger merely secularized 

religious language, but there is nothing 

in that per se that has anything to do with 

Nazism.  In his speech “Transfer of the 

Rectorate” (1933), Heidegger kept 

repeating the term “struggle.”   

“All powers and all faculties of the body must 

be developed through struggle, augmented in 

struggle, and maintained as struggle.”19 

It was struggle, struggle, struggle.  He 

likened this to standing in a storm.  He 

who could withstand the wind and 

lightning of a storm (stand their ground 

was actually von Möllendorff who had to give 

up his position.  There is no question, however, 

that Heidegger issued decrees that discriminated 

against Husserl and Jewish students, so it is 

ironic that he too eventually lost his position at 

the university. 
19 Friedman, 527. 
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for German destiny) could become 

better, could become great.  The notion 

of change and struggle, as noted, was a 

very familiar Progressive concept since 

it had been promoted by Darwinists for 

years, and Hitler had talked about the 

survival of the fittest as a justification of 

his anti-semitic views.  Nevertheless, 

Heidegger’s Progressivism does not 

appear to have led him into any serious 

anti-semitic views.  In a letter to his 

former Jewish lover Hannah Arendt, 

Heidegger made it clear he did not 

harbor anti-semitic feelings.  This does 

not excuse some of his actions which 

resulted in discrimination against 

Jewish students, but none of 

Heidegger’s writings so far show the 

same sort of antipathy to Jews that one 

can find in (say) Hitler’s Mein Kampf. 

So how could a leftwing intellectual 

such as Heidegger become a “right-

wing” Nazi?  To answer this, we must 

look into the issue of how Nazism is 

defined.  Those who have a superficial 

understanding of history speak of 

Nazism as “right wing” but the notion of 

Nazism as “right wing” was how 

                                                           
20 For an overview of the relation between 

Progressivism and fascism or Nazism, see Jonah 

Communists viewed fascists and 

Nazis.20  In reality, fascism and Nazism 

were somewhere in between the older 

classical liberalism on the one hand, and 

socialism on the other.  The Nazis 

borrowed from both and hated both.  In 

America, the fascists and Nazis would 

have been known as “Progressives.”  

The term “national socialism” is 

actually a good description of 

Progressivism, since the latter combines 

conservative elements such as 

nationalism and traditionalism with 

leftist elements such as anti-capitalism, 

socialism or collectivism.  Nowadays, 

the term national socialism has become 

so identified with Hitler’s murderous 

regime that people can no longer see 

these distinctions.  Because of that, 

many cannot see how Heidegger could 

have joined the Nazis.  If, however, one 

puts aside the war years and the 

Holocaust and tries to imagine a pre-war 

period, it is not surprising the Heidegger 

would join with a group that seemed 

Progressive both in terms of German 

patriotism and socialism. 

Goldberg, Liberal Fascism, New York: 

Broadway Books, 2007, 2009. 

Referring to the point we started with, 

this can also be seen in Heidegger’s “An 

Introduction to Metaphysics.”  In this 

lecture, he complains about some of the 

things Nazis were writing about 

National Socialism.  He says that these 

works: 

“have nothing whatever to do with the inner 

truth and greatness of this movement (namely 

the encounter between global-technology and 

modern man).”21 

The words in parenthesis were added 

later by Heidegger and were not part of 

the original lecture.  The fact is, 

however, whether part of the original 

lecture or not, they are expressive of the 

sort of hostility to capitalism that can be 

found among Progressives. 

We have already noted Heidegger’s 

speech to German students, where he 

talks about a “complete transformation 

of our German existence.”22  This was a 

part of the Progressive credo, the idea of 

transforming society, and one can still 

hear echoes of that in modern liberal 

politics with its talk of the “fundamental 

transformation” of America. 

21 Friedman, 534. 
22 Friedman, 530. 
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Friedman says he is not concerned with 

“Heidegger’s Nazi activities in 

themselves but whether there is any 

integral relation between them and his 

philosophy which casts further light on 

the meaning and implications of that 

philosophy.”23  I believe Friedman will 

be waiting a long time to discover this 

“integral relation” since there actually 

isn’t any. 

In any case, Heidegger’s melodramatic 

reference to “global-technology” 

reinforces our view above that 

Heidegger thought he was joining a 

Progressive movement, preferring the 

socialism part of national socialism over 

the national part.  The “inner truth and 

greatness” of Nazism was precisely its 

anti-capitalism, and that is really what 

Heidegger would not apologize for.  

There is therefore no real mystery why a 

quasi-leftist such as Heidegger would 

join a so-called “right-wing” political 

movement.  It is because Nazism was 

not a “right-wing” political movement, 

but represented some of the core values 

of the political left. 

 

                                                           
23 Friedman, 526. 

4.  Otherness & Guilt 

As noted, if we reflect on Heidegger’s 

epistemology we can see that it is really 

an extension of Hegel’s social 

epistemology.  A social epistemology 

puts a strong emphasis on the Other as 

providing the means of self-knowledge.  

Given this view of the Other, it is not 

surprising Hegel ended up being a 

thoroughgoing statist, believing that 

man only finds existence and meaning 

within the state.   

However, an existentialist viewpoint 

diverges from Hegel in this sense, that 

existentialist social epistemology is 

more antagonistic.  Man is supposed to 

overcome the “they-self,” the collective 

judgment or “look” of the other, 

whereas Hegel spoke more in terms of 

mutual recognition of the self and the 

Other.  In addition, despite the general 

leftist orientation of modern 

existentialists, there is nothing in 

existentialism itself that supports any 

one political view above another.  If 

anything, existentialism would fit more 

into an anarchist framework than a 

24 Friedman, 533. 

capitalist or socialist political 

framework. 

The degree to which Heidegger was 

responsible for and guilty of the 

atrocities committed by the Nazis is 

very small.  He participated in some 

largely symbolic activities for the Nazis, 

but does not appear to have been 

involved in the death camps or in any 

anti-semitic violence.  The Nazis 

eventually marginalized him. 

Gunther Anders finds a correlation 

between Heidegger’s philosophy and 

Nazism in an “anti-democratic attitude,” 

but this would turn royalists and 

Communists into Nazis, too.24  This is to 

speak from an exaggerated emphasis.  

And that is the problem with any attempt 

to hold Heidegger guilty of all the Nazi 

atrocities; it rests on distortions and 

exaggerations of Heidegger’s actions 

during the Third Reich.  Yes, he 

participated in the Nazi regime, but it 

was a patriotic participation, fully in 

accord with his Progressive beliefs.  His 

contribution was largely confined to 

speeches. 
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If one had to judge Heidegger, the 

sentence one might have recommended 

for him was to take account of his 

degree of guilt.  Not all of those who 

participated in the Nazi regime were as 

guilty as (say) those who worked at the 

concentration camps and knew firsthand 

what was going on.  The best course of 

action, and the one that was eventually 

taken, would be to allow Heidegger to 

resume his teaching, but not in the same 

school.  There were other actions that 

moved along the lines of social 

ostracism.  Friedman reports that Hans 

Jonas castigated a group of theologians 

who wanted to appropriate Heidegger’s 

philosophy.  He scolded them for 

separating Heidegger’s philosophy of 

authenticity from his endorsement of 

totalitarianism.25 

In this case, Heidegger’s guilt and 

judgment are not simply based on the 

fact that he participated in Nazism, but 

that he so strongly identified his 

philosophy with its ideology. 

Friedman himself believes Heidegger’s 

Nazism was made possible due to 

“Heidegger’s metaphysical ontology of 

                                                           
25 Friedman, xviii. 

Being with its consequent reduction of 

the concrete image of man and of the 

relationship and ‘word’ between man 

and man to a secondary, ‘ontic’ 

position.”26  It is difficult to understand 

what this means but it sounds as though 

Friedman is claiming that Heidegger 

turned man into a means rather than an 

end.  Friedman did not supply a 

reference so it is hard to judge of the 

accuracy of his comments. 

Suffice it to say, any judgment on 

Heidegger would have to separate the 

man from his philosophy.  It is not the 

first time, nor will it be the last, when a 

philosopher allied himself with 

poisonous political viewpoints.  Sartre 

himself was guilty of that when he 

adopted an eclectic Marxism and 

supported murderous left-wing 

revolutionary movements.  And we have 

plenty of talented people in our day, 

often geniuses in their particular fields, 

who are at the same time political naifs. 

One can criticize such individuals to the 

extent that they mix their politics into 

their artistry or scientific endeavors, but 

it is logically fallacious to confuse the 
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two.  For this reason, I think Strauss’s 

notion of kinship in temper and 

direction is too general a concept to 

explain any relationship between 

Heidegger’s existentialist philosophy 

and the political philosophy of Nazism.  

Heidegger’s philosophy should be 

analyzed on its own.  His foray into 

Nazism should be traced to his 

personality and to his Progressive 

political beliefs, not to his existentialist 

philosophy. 

Finis 

 

 

 

  

 

 


