
TECHNOSCIENCE STUDIES AFTER HEIDEGGER?
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Robert C. Scharff
Heidegger’s account of the global hege-

mony of technology has often been con-
demned as exaggerated and dystopian. Expos-
ing technoscientific excess is one thing, so
goes the argument, but engaging in a
“totalizing” condemnation of technology and
science themselves is quite another.1 More-
over, those who argue this way often add that
Heidegger’s later discussion of technology is a
kind of betrayal of the promising but flawed
analysis of everyday practices he gives in Be-
ing and Time [SZ].

In my view, this line of criticism is simply
mistaken. Heidegger’s account of the rise and
current dominance of technoscience is neither
abstract nor dystopian; and his later question-
ing of technology is not only consistent with
SZ but depends on it. In fact, his idea that we
live in an ontologically enframed world is
much less metaphysical and totalizing than the
much more familiar and acceptable idea that
we are living in the so-called “developed”
world. Both ideas portray technoscientific life
as the practical and theoretical culmination of
the Western intellectual tradition. The differ-
ence is that Heidegger does not share the
happy, unreflective complacency that usually
accompanies the developed-world idea. Even
before SZ, he is already trying to dismantle
and rethink the popular understanding that
nourishes such complacency, not just socio-
politically but ontologically, so that instead of
letting it define a way of disclosing what is real
that seems necessary, we might see it as just the
now-dominant, frequently occlusive, and thus
often “distressful” disclosure of sometimes all
too “obvious” possibilities.

From Dilthey, Heidegger learned how to in-
terpret his questions about what it is like to be
born in the midst of this situation as an exercise
in Selbstbesinnung—that is, as an effort at self-
understanding he soon transforms into the on-
tological question: how it is to “be” philosoph-
ical in the present age?2 At first, he conceives
this situation quite generally and promissory
note-like; it is “always already” a world of ev-
eryday affairs, but one that keeps getting meta-

physically obscured whenever we try to
“know” it. Eventually, Heidegger comes to ar-
ticulate the character of this world more pre-
cisely as a technological one, and he distin-
guishes between trying to theorize this
situation—which is what the Western tradition
has typically done—and learning (as he says)
to think it. He refuses to move directly to the
usual questions of “what” there is and what we
should “choose” to make of it. Instead he stops
to ask: how “is” it to “be” in such a world?
Must everything real and every way of living
with it reiterate an ontology of knowable es-
sences and instrumental choice? Like so many
others in his time and ours, Heidegger does not
understand technoscientific life to be an
unrelievedly satisfying site of human progress.

It is at precisely this point that Heidegger’s
critics like to pounce. “See?” they say. Look at
his romantic over-reaction! Just because we
cannot celebrate our actual technoscientific
present with the same incautious enthusiasm
as the nineteenth century celebrated its then
still mostly projected technoscientific future,
this is no reason to throw a totalizing wet blan-
ket over the whole age. The progressivist-
scientistic utopianism of the previous era is
gone; and with it goes any need for dystopian
rejoinders. The age of grand narratives is over.

In my view, however, the scientistic opti-
mism of the nineteenth century kind has not
gone away. At least in North America and
Western Europe, it is the widely, if silently, ac-
cepted default position—for the political
economy’s administrators and technocrats,
mainstream epistemologists, and most philos-
ophers of science. It is the pedagogical outlook
of the “developed” world—the world one al-
ready belongs to or wants to join. It is the
stance of the mature and educated human
mind. And those who express doubts about
this development in more than piecemeal, re-
formist terms, are judged as simply having
failed to move beyond the theological, ideo-
logical, or romantic beliefs of earlier times.
Like Heidegger, they are seen as having re-
fused to be even late moderns—while the rest
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of us, in our greater maturity, are already
considering how to be postmodern.

Heidegger’s critics are right about one
thing—his target. What “distresses” him is the
way the current technoscientific world “sets
up” and overshapes how we generally under-
stand ourselves and the things we encounter as
“being.” Yet if his complaints about this are ex-
tensive, that does not make them regressive or
Luddite; and it certainly does not justify
psychologizing him away as suffering from
anti-scientific pathology, or terminal pessi-
mism, or a faulty political conscience. On the
contrary, when his descriptions of techno-
scientific life are taken as formal indications
(the way he means them) instead of as
essentialist pronouncements (the way his crit-
ics take them), these descriptions bring issues
into focus that have grown even more pressing
than they were when he wrote the Technology-
essay.3

In fact, I am going to argue that the usual
criticisms of Heidegger may ultimately tell us
more about his critics than about Heidegger.
All the complaints about his alleged romanti-
cism and essentialism strongly suggest that his
opponents overestimate the degree to which
the nineteenth century’s scientistic under-
standing of the age has been surpassed—and
thus also overestimate their own success in
thinking after it. Viewed from this angle,
Heidegger’s analysis of technology may be not
so much backward-looking or nostalgic, as
“untimely” in Nietzsche’s sense. For he seems
to be saying what those who are trying most
resolutely to be concrete about techno-
scientific life don’t want to hear, at precisely
the moment they most need to hear it.

Heidegger’s Post-Heideggerian Critics
Critical reactions to Heidegger take several

forms.4 I shall focus on two of them here. First,
there are the American and European philoso-
phers of technology—Don Ihde and Peter-
Paul Verbeek among them—who have taken
what Hans Achterhuis calls the “empirical
turn” toward technology (or technoscience)
studies.5 The most thorough and fair-minded
elaboration of this position is probably
Verbeek’s What Things Do.6 The techno-
scientific “empiricists,” he explains, are per-
haps best understood as post-Husserlians, as-
piring to be phenomenological about “[the

technological] things themselves.” He agrees
with their critique of Heidegger, but he admits
that their actual criticisms are often too one-
sided in their neglect of his positive contribu-
tion to current technoscientific studies and too
superficial and external to his own outlook to
be really telling.7 Verbeek is right, I think, that
Heidegger’s empiricist opponents tend to be
just as abstract and totalizing in their portrayal
of Heidegger as they accuse him of being
about technology.

However, Verbeek seems less right in what
he himself says about Heidegger instead. He
does praise SZ for pointing the way to a phe-
nomenology that “takes actual technologies
seriously.” Yet he argues that Heidegger’s later
work is fatally reductive because of what
Verbeek calls its “transcendental” concern for
technology’s essence. Transcendental philos-
ophy, he reminds us, looks for THE conditions
for THE possibility of something; and taking
this approach to all technologies effectively
closes off any possible transformation of mod-
ern technology understood as enframing and
leaves us helplessly “awaiting the arrival of a
new way of being’” (95). This transcendental-
ism forces Heidegger to conceive technology,
in Verbeek’s words, “backwards” instead of
“forwards.” By looking to technology’s past in
order to establish its allegedly essential condi-
tions, Heidegger reduces all technology to its
role in a “history of being,” rooted in the An-
cient Greeks’ conception of tevkne—and
thereafter conceives everything about it as just
a “consequence” of an earlier disclosure of be-
ing. The result is that Heidegger can never see
technology instead as the possible “source” of
future technoscientific transformations (91–
94).

A second major reaction to Heidegger is
represented by critical social theorists like
Marcuse, Habermas, and Andrew Feenberg.
Like the new empiricists, they often have posi-
tive things to say about SZ—only in their case,
it is because they claim to find in this work the
basis for a critique of ordinary life under capi-
talism that they cannot find in Marx. But they,
too, regard SZ as betrayed by Heidegger’s later
work—and politically, they insist, not just
philosophically. Habermas is of course the
best known of these critics; and in addition to
being politically influential, his polemics have
also become a kind of locus classicus for any-
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one wishing to defend the Enlightenment spirit
against Heidegger’s alleged attempt to “under-
mine...Western rationalism.”8 According to
Habermas, the early Heidegger was an existen-
tialist; he was seduced in the 1930s by the im-
plicit decisionism of SZ into using it to justify
his shameful political activity ,and he thereaf-
ter retreated into a mystical and apolitical
quietism that allowed him to explain away his
Nazi past.9

As a student of Marcuse, Feenberg was of
course exposed to this view, but his own read-
ing of Heidegger’s texts has always been less
self-serving and ideological. In fact, in recent
writings Feenberg has largely come to accept
Heidegger’s account of our present techno-
scientific condition. For him, Heidegger is not
so much wrong about today’s world as he is
badly placed to offer an alternative. Here,
Feenberg comes close to Verbeek and the
technoscientific empiricists. He, too, regards
Heidegger’s account of current techno-
scientific life as a “metaphysical” over-inter-
pretation of it.10 He, too, construes Heidegger’s
claims about the “essence” of technology as
claims about what is universally true and un-
changeably necessary. Unlike the new
empiricists, however, Feenberg’s own pro-
gram is not indebted primarily to SZ and to the
post-Husser l ian project of mult iple
phenomenologies. Instead, he looks to other
parts of Heidegger’s own work, but with a neo-
Marxist eye. From Heidegger’s interpretation
of ancient tevkne in the early lecture courses,
Feenberg extracts a non-instrumentalist model
of praxis. And in Heidegger’s writings on po-
etry and art, he finds descriptions of a source of
creative and less dehumanizing ideas about
life and reality that might offer us a more de-
mocratizing vision of socio-political choice.

Now, I am entirely in favor of both
Verbeek’s phenomenological “turn toward
things” and Feenberg’s call for a humanized
technology. Their mistake is thinking that
Heidegger must oppose them. To start with, as
others have pointed out, in Heidegger’s vocab-
ulary “essence,” Wesen, is a verbal not a sub-
stantive noun. Hence, when Heidegger says
that in the current eventuation of techno-
science, there lies a pervasive “danger” more
“essential” to it than its global reach and posi-
tive promise, he is characterizing how things
most strongly tend to be, not how they cosmi-

cally have to be.11 Thus he insists that “the es-
sential unfolding of technology harbors within
itself what we least expect, the possible rise of
[a] saving power” (QT, 337). Indeed, if there
were no potential “saving power” in our expe-
rience—that is, if we did not already have a
strong sense that our relations with various
technologies speak of other possible ways in
which things are not just enframed and life is
not just set up mostly as “one” instrumentally
conceives it—we could not recognize these
other possibilities as “other” at all. Things
would simply “be” knowable and usable—and
we would just “exist” with them—as knowers
and users of stockpiled things.

We misread the Technology-essay, then, if
we assume that what Heidegger says about
Gestell and Bestand are the template for mea-
suring every technology we currently encoun-
ter.12 His point is not that all technologies are
just instantiations of the universal idea of an
enframed stockpile of useful things and noth-
ing else. It is rather that, to the extent that we
experience things as not being so, describing
how they “really” are will be hard—in just the
way SZ showed it is hard to give non-
objectifying accounts of the stuff of everyday
praxis. The central ontological fact of our age
is that the “materially pervasive” presence of
technology—so clearly a blessing in so many
ways and so deserving of sensitive and de-
tailed analysis in its own right—is also, and si-
multaneously, existentially intrusive. Hence,
instead of reading him as discouraging the new
phenomenological and critical accounts, we
should understand how Heidegger’s com-
plaints arise at the very same time and from the
very same place as these accounts. So, for ex-
ample, we can love our information technolo-
gies and we can analyze their power and prom-
ise and fun just as concretely as we like—as
long as we also consider how all this power and
promise and fun happens in an ontological at-
mosphere that encourages us to define “knowl-
edge” as information processing, to define
“thought” as neural networking, and to reduce
“intelligence” to having a big memory and an
ability to manipulate symbols very fast.

Heidegger’s critics are surely right—even if
they do not see that Heidegger agrees with
them—that we are all to some extent happy
technoscientific pragmatists, and there is no
going back. In a black mood, we might imag-
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ine giving all of it up, but as he says, we cannot
really “think” this. Nevertheless, there is also a
whole disturbing array of experiences to be
had at the margins of our happy technological
practices, all of them tending to make
technoscientific optimism as such feel pro-
foundly unsatisfying. Today it is not just
Heidegger who thinks that a depressing, retro-
grade, and dehumanizing threat seems at least
somewhat more than equally constitutive of
the kind of world for which the earlier modern
tradition has nothing but praise. As even
Feenberg now admits, when it comes to our
current situation, Heidegger’s account is gen-
erally telling. Are we, for example, better now
at asking about the Good Life, the Just Society,
or the Nature of Beauty, or even about what it
would take to “know” these things, than in ear-
lier days? Is life more spiritually satisfying,
our political economy more democratic? Can
we be sure that post-Heideggerians will handle
such questions better than onto-theological
metaphysicians?

Critique of Heidegger’s Technoscientific
Critics

To put this last point another way, as
phenomenological or postphenomenological
as Heidegger’s critics may be in their accounts
of particular technologies, their critique of him
often seems shaped by a very pre-
phenomenological traditionalism. In the early
1920s, Heidegger saw just this sort of problem
in Dilthey, Husserl, and Jaspers.13 For him, the
real difficulty with, say, Dilthey’s philosophy
of historical life, or Husserl’s phenomenology,
or Jaspers’ philosophy of Existenz does not lie
in what they try to do. Their descriptions of hu-
man experience, he says, are of ten
“phenomenological enough.” The problem
lies in their very traditional understanding of
“who”—that is, what sort of philosopher—
does the describing. A Dilthey who wants a
“Critique of Historical Reason” still sees him-
self as a kind of anti-positivist positivist,
epistemically looking down from above, re-
constructing a second sort of method, for a sec-
ond kind of objectivity, in a second set of sci-
ences. The Husserl who wants a radically new
beginning for philosophy still sees himself as
founding a school, defending a traditional
“scientific” ideal, looking for meaning in
modes of “consciousness” as it intends differ-

ent sorts of “objects,” and teaching a method
that will make phenomenology the ultimate
positivism. Even Jaspers, who says he only
wants to describe with the greatest possible
sensitivity “what life is,” still finds himself
making “observations” about lived experience
in the old objectivist language of subject-and-
object, method-and-substance, the knowable
vs. the ineffable, etc.14

In my view, one often sees just this sort of
split between insightful description and tradi-
tional self-understanding in Heidegger’s crit-
ics. On the one hand, the “empiricism” of the
new American philosophers of technology is
undoubtedly more phenomenological than tra-
ditional and more post-phenomenological
than traditionally phenomenological. Yet on
the question of how our being-with various
technologies is actually to be approached, they
often explain themselves in very traditional
terms—by saying, for example, that they are
proceeding “materially” and “concretely,”
rather than “theoretically” and “abstractly.”
Verbeek and other so-called “new wave” fig-
ures now mostly reject the old idea that to be
concrete means returning to an “original”
sense of reality that lies beneath our scientific
and technologically enhanced ones. But the
real question is how to avoid this old idea in the
right way. Verbeek argues that the notion of
starting from a pure and uncorrupted lifeworld
is a holdover from the embattled Husserlian
era when phenomenology was preoccupied
with undercutting the positivist-naturalist
claim that a scientific view of the world is
philosophically basic. Today, he says, we need
only observe that

the tree that I climb is real for me in a different
way than the one whose cells and sap I study, but
so is the tree that I photograph, chop down to
use for firewood, or cut up to build a table. None
of these disclosures can claim to reveal the
“true” tree: they are each equally true. (105)

Verbeek claims that even today’s scientists
themselves accept this view. He says they real-
ize that science does not involve “excluding”
or replacing our older senses of the meaning of
the world, but only offering “a new and differ-
ent kind of disclosure of it” (105). Yet I seri-
ously doubt that many scientists are this plu-
ralistic about their “new disclosure”—and
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especially not when they are applying for
grants, ranking the best journals, or taking
sides in the Science Wars. In fact, and more
importantly, when they dig in their ontological
heels on the disclosure question . . . they still
tend to win. The Real is What Is the Case; there
is nothing multistable about it. On this issue,
science has no competitors, only detractors.

To such familiar and self-confident scient-
ism, anti-scientistic pluralism is no reply, and
technoscience studies pays a price for charac-
terizing itself this way. In point of fact, an egal-
itarian appeal to multiple perspectives is just as
abstract and contextless as the reigning philo-
sophical claim to objectivism. It is already a
mistake not to recognize that no one lives in
such a way that they can actually be someone
who says—and means it—“I understand that
‘All the disclosures of things are equally true.’”
Or “Let’s compare ordinary and enhanced ex-
perience.”15 But to make this mistake in an at-
mosphere in which philosophical objectivism
is already winning simply guarantees that it
will maintain its undeserved hegemony at phe-
nomenology’s expense.

Critical social theorists, too, often seem to
speak from a viewpoint that nobody lives—
even when, as Feenberg clearly does, they ex-
plicitly deny that they are doing so and insist
instead on attending to real and concrete socio-
economic needs. Yet how, for example, does
one achieve what Feenberg calls the “reflex-
ive” outlook from which one feels justified in,
first, embracing a de-essentialized version of
Heidegger’s account of current techno-
scientific life and then, second, offering a
“democratically” liberalized idea for its trans-
formation? And how does one obtain his sort
of assurance that this liberalized idea—or for
that matter, any idea of technoscientific life—
will ever succeed in addressing all our con-
cerns and activities? Should all the issues asso-
ciated with democratization—among them, is-
sues of race, gender, class, and species—be
treated through a critical analysis of techno-
science? How can we be sure that these other
phenomena, if given their full due at the outset,
would not displace precisely Feenberg’s own
philosophical priorities? How does someone
who has achieved his sort of reflexive stand-
point respond to those who would appeal “con-
cretely” to the very same experienced world as
he does, but reject his technological displace-

ment of, say, political economy, or class, or
race as the basic issue?16

In short, stated without frills, both
phenomenological and neo-Marxist critics of
Heidegger, whatever they say they are doing,
tend to display the following approach in their
practice. Leave essentialism and bad theoriz-
ing behind, attend to the technoscientific mat-
ters at hand, and consider “normativity” when-
ever the occasion seems to call for us to turn to
it.17 All of this should sound very familiar. It re-
capitulates in the new, allegedly post-
scientistic outlook a variant of precisely the
same ahistorical viewpoint that Heidegger’s
post-Heideggerian critics claim to have sur-
passed. In fact, whatever may be their inten-
tion, philosophers who “reject” the abstract
and “decide” on the concrete are behaving like
inverted Cartesian subjects. Like good
Cartesians, they turn to their phenomeno-
logical descriptions because they “resolve” to
do so—just as they resolve to reverse Des-
cartes original priorities. Instead of favoring
his theories about nature, they ask us to return
to all those everyday experiences that his Med-
itations distort and ignore (or at least view
“differently”) . . . so that we can describe and
evaluate and privilege them instead.

It is this tendency toward the silent continu-
ation of a kind of inverse traditionalism—an
embrace of the old ontological dualism that
now favors the side which has long been out of
favor—that concerns me. Being committed to
phenomenological description or democrati-
cally rationalized practice does nothing by it-
self to weaken the hegemony of the traditional
privileging of Wissenschaft. Nor does it give us
a world in which we have stopped playing the
familiar ontological favorites. In fact, being
thus committed is an expression of this hege-
mony. At this moment, in this world, it “is” not
True, as Verbeek wants to say, that we can just
decide to identify technologies in their multi-
ple disclosures, instead of always judging
them in terms of their essential utility and ma-
nipulating them according to what everyone
knows and values. Our world does not contain
any Understanders of Verbeek’s pluralizing
Truth, because some of his multiple disclo-
sures already arrive in our experience with sig-
nificantly greater ontological clout than oth-
ers. In our world, the problem is not that we
cannot—sometimes, here and there, in some
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venues—have experiences that seem ill-
served by the usual metaphysical understand-
ing of things. It is rather that we have not fig-
ured out how to properly “think” this or to
actually live out the unrealized possibilities of
life that such non-framable experiences
suggest to us.

Conclusion: A Modest Proposal

I conclude, then, with a philosophical state-
ment of intent. I want to think in Heidegger’s
wake without imagining that I think “after”
him. On the grounds that it involves ontologi-
cal backsliding, I refuse to “choose” between a
humanizing, phenomenological interest in
particular technologies, and a thoughtfully re-
flective self-concern for the fact that precisely
this interest must work itself out in the
technoscientific atmosphere of an ever more
“developed” world that already sets-up and
“essentializes” everything. I happily acknowl-
edge the rapid growth of technoscience stud-
ies.18 I want its proponents to make their con-
crete studies an integral part of twenty-first
century life. Yet if we ask what a phenomeno-
logist, post-phenomenologist, or critical theo-
rist of technology actually does, their answers
are still too often given in the metaphysical
language of essentialism vs. empiricism, of
abstract and concrete, of values and choices—
even when their accounts of particular technol-
ogies achieve something better. The problem
is that no study of material culture—not even
the most resolutely post-phenomenological or
democratically-minded—can actually be-
come what it claims to be when it rests on a
loud dismissal of the Heideggerian project as
merely old-fashioned, metaphysical “world-
interpretation.”19 Affirming one thing while
dismissing another is just the sort of move one
makes within a technoscientifically “set up”
world, under the delusion that one is doing so
entirely by choice, and from Nowhere.

To explain all of this from one more angle, I
close with a passage from On the Internet, the
little book in which Hubert Dreyfus describes
what he calls, “Nihilism on the Information
Highway.” He begins with an analogy between
Kierkegaard’s critique of “the Press” and his
own critique of the World Wide Web.
Kierkegaard, he says, would surely have re-
garded the Internet as a “hi-tech synthesis of

the worst features of the newspaper and the
coffeehouse.”20 Dreyfus then continues:

What [Kierkegaard] envisaged as a conse-
quence of the [Danish] press’s indiscriminate
and uncommitted coverage is now fully realized
on the World Wide Web. Thanks to hyperlinks,
[all] meaningful differences have, indeed, been
leveled. Relevance and significance have disap-
peared. And this is an important part of the at-
traction of the Web. Nothing is too trivial to be
included. Nothing is so important that it de-
mands a special place. . . . Kierkegaard [saw] the
implicit nihilism in [this] idea. . . . On the Web,
the attraction and the danger are that everyone
can take [a detached and] godlike point of view.
One can view a coffee pot in Cambridge, or the
latest super-nova, study the Kyoto Protocol . . .
plough through millions of ads, all with equal
ease and equal lack of any sense of what is im-
portant. The highly significant and the abso-
lutely trivial are laid out together on the
information highway. (78–79)

Dreyfus concludes that, in the world of the
Press and the Web, we seem to have only two
options left: conformity or nihilism. Either
join in or, as Kierkegaard puts it, plunge into
some activity, any activity, as long as you do
so “with passionate commitment” (80).

Note carefully, however, that passages like
this one can be read in two very different ways.
If we take our cue from Heidegger’s critics, it
might be supposed that we should read it as a
collection of essentialist claims about the Web
with a capital “W.” And, obviously, we must
therefore reject what Dreyfus says as mere ro-
manticism, expressed in one-size-fits-all state-
ments so abstract and general that they misrep-
resent just as many experiences as they cover.
But it seems clear that Dreyfus intends this
passage quite differently. I think he wants it to
be heard with a Heideggerian ear, as describ-
ing how technoscience for the most part al-
ready tends to “occur,” to “give” reality to us—
that is, to essentialize. And this gift, as
Heidegger says, has a double structure: it dis-
closes everything in a way that simultaneously
makes it intelligible, fascinating, useful, fun
and also often existentially intrusive, onto-
logically oppressive, and unsatisfying.

Those of you who know Dreyfus will un-
derstand why I picked a Heideggerian-sound-
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ing passage from his work rather than someone
else's. For Dreyfus is famously no dystopian
about technology, and no romantic about
what’s wrong with it. But he is, like Heidegger,
convinced that a “free relation” with technol-
ogy is not already present in our world, that it
cannot simply be chosen, and that it will there-
fore have to be “prepared” for.21 Indeed, the
point of the chapter from which I am quoting is
that if we see how the Press and the Web are
“the ultimate enemy” of a fulfilling life that in-
volves unconditional commitment and genu-
ine risk (88), this also helps disclose to us by
contrast precisely what such a life would have
to “be.” The Press and the Web, while busy be-
ing themselves, are also the enemy of some-
thing. In other chapters, Dreyfus tells us what
he thinks this something is—namely, all those
aspects of human ek-sistence that are crucial to
really flourishing lives, but that are now “meta-
physically” subordinated in a dominant tradi-
tion that already tells us what is ontologically
more fundamental. Thus, for example, em-
bodiment already tends to lose out to disem-
bodied cognition; technical and rule-governed
skills are everywhere privileged over exper-
tise; and propositional language and informa-
tion processing are favored over what
Kierkegaard is forced to call “indirect commu-
nication.”22

Dreyfus’s aim is not just to complain about
all this but to show how, precisely by making it
explicit, we can find a voice for those elements
of our lives that are now being obscured and
subordinated. For example, says Dreyfus, if
we use the Internet with my seemingly nega-
tive vision in mind, we may “remember that
our culture has already fallen twice, first for
the Platonic and then for the Christian tempta-
tion to try to get rid of our vulnerable bod-
ies”—including, pace Ihde, our hands. Such
temptations are precisely what are now “devel-
oping” into nihilism and technoscientism
(143–44). Yet, in remembering this, we may
also learn to think how life could be—if, that
is, we begin to cultivate our embodied capaci-
ties as assiduously as our traditionally favored
capacity for “enlightened” rationality and
“principled” choice (121).

My complaint, then, is not that Heidegger’s
critics are insufficiently distressed about the
role of technologies in human life. My prob-
lem is that they often fail to think much about
the basic sense of being-in-the-midst-of-things
that this life already sets up for us—on the mis-
taken, and at bottom traditionalist, grounds
that to do so would involve dwelling too much
on the past, the dated, and the negative. One
consequence of this lingering traditionalism
is, as I have argued, the perception of a forced
option between their approach to technologies
and Heidegger’s. But there are others. To name
just one, an eager turning-away from
Heidegger’s technology-question in favor of
allegedly better studies of it—when this turn-
ing-away is practiced in a world in which
technoscience “is” already everywhere—en-
courages silence about whether there may be
significant possibilities in life that will never
get their best interpretation in any techno-
scientific way. Are there, for example, techno-
logical problems that do not have technologi-
cal fixes? Aspects of human health that a
scientific idea of care can never articulate?23

Features of human mentality that elude in prin-
ciple any computer or information-processing
model? In short, if there are such possibilities,
considering them will require a “free” and
“thoughtful” relation with technoscience
rather than just more of it, or “new and im-
proved” versions of it.

For me, the often polemical and self-willed
characterizations that Heidegger’s critics give
of their own philosophical outlook make their
claims to be “post-“ or “after” him seem unper-
suasive. They are certainly right, that there are
life experiences which either do not fit or may
even challenge the currently enframed and un-
democratically set-up sense of what is real and
what matters. Indeed, herein lies technology’s
possible “saving power.” But claiming that
good descriptions of these experiences by
themselves place the old problem of
technoscientism behind us is hermeneutically
naïve. Making this claim is actually a very tra-
ditional and metaphysical thing to do—and is,
I think, a glaring sign of technology’s currently
essentializing “danger.”

PHILOSOPHY TODAY                                               SPEP SUPPLEMENT 2010

112



ENDNOTES

TECHNOSCIENCE STUDIES AFTER HEIDEGGER?

113

1. For a laundry list of all the things that are typically
claimed to be wrong with Heidegger, see Richard
A. Cohen, “Technology: The Good, the Bad, and
the Ugly,” in Postphenomenology: A Critical
Companion to Ihde, ed. Evan Selinger (Albany:
SUNY Press, 2006), 147–49.

2. Everyone else, Heidegger says, thinks of philoso-
phy as moving in the direction of asserting “pure
and incontrovertible truth.” For my part, I will be
looking instead in the direction of “what goes on
in philosophy before it becomes what [everybody
thinks] it is.” Ontology—The Hermeneutics of
Facticity, trans. John van Buren (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1999), 46. For philoso-
phy, the enigma for any study of history (and by
implication, any human phenomenon) “lies in
what it means to be historical.” The Concept of
Time , t rans. Will iam McNeil l (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1992), 20E.

3. “The Question Concerning Technology,” in Mar-
tin Heidegger: Basic Writings, 2nd ed., ed. David
Farell Krell (New York: HarperCollins, 2008),
311–41.

4. In addition to the empiricist/phenomenological
and neo-Marxist/critical-theory inspired forms
discussed here, the third major type is neo-prag-
matist. For a sample of a contemporary pragma-
tist critique of Heidegger that follows similar
lines to that of critical theory as discussed below,
see, for instance, Larry A. Hickman,
“Postphenomenology and Pragmatism: Closer
Than You Might Think?” Techné: Research in
Philosophy and Technology 12/2 (2008): 99–104;
Pragmatism as Post-Postmodernism (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2007); 92–96 (on
“neo-Heideggerianism”); and Philosophical
Tools for Technological Culture: Putting Prag-
matism to Work (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 2001), esp. 151–56, 172–84.

5. Hans Achterhuis, American Philosophy of Tech-
nology: The Empirical Turn, trans. Robert P.
Crease (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2001), 6–8. Achterhuis also includes Andrew
Feenberg in this empirical turn, but as I am about
to explain, this ignores the distinctive, socio-po-
litical edginess in writings on technoscience by
critical theorists like Feenberg. Moreover, in re-
cent works, Feenberg in particular has moved
much closer to agreeing with Heidegger’s critique
of technology, so long as it is regarded only as a

fairly accurate description of what is wrong with
the current conception and use of technology and
not also a diagnosis of its “essence.”

6. Peter-Paul Verbeek, What Things Do: Philosophi-
cal Reflections on Technology, Agency, and De-
sign, trans. Robert P. Crease (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005).

7. Ibid., 47–95.
8. See, e.g., Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical

Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans.
Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1987), 131–60.

9. See, e.g., my “Habermas on Heidegger’s Being
and Time,” International Philosophical Quarterly
31 (1991): 189–201.

10. For Feenberg’s most positive account of
Heidegger as furnishing a convincing critique of
contemporary (undemocratic) technoscientific
life—but in an unfortunately metaphysical form,
see Andrew Feenberg, Heidegger and Marcuse:
The Catastrophe and Redemption of History (New
York: Routledge, 2005).

11. See, e.g., Iain Thompson, Heidegger on
Ontotheology: Technology and the Politics of Edu-
cation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), 58–68. Also, “What’s Wrong with Being a
Technological Essentialist? A Response to
Feenberg,” Inquiry 43 (2000): 429–44.

12. A well-known version of this mistake is the idea
that Heidegger’s description of the essence of
technology is a very unphenomenological attempt
to provide a “one size fits all” account of each and
every one of our technologies, including every-
thing from hammers and bridges to musical instru-
ments. See Don Ihde, “Heidegger on Technology:
One Size Fits All,” in Heidegger’s Technologies:
Postphenomenological Perspectives (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2010), forthcoming.
Ihde admits that there have been “Heideggerian
moments” in the development of, say, musical in-
struments using keys (e.g., flutes, clarinets, horns),
but he argues that this happens only at the begin-
ning of the introduction of new technologies when
many protesting musicians still tend to focus more
on what is being lost (e.g., there is a devaluation of
actual fingering) than gained. He likens this sort of
protest to Heidegger’s complaint about the type-
writer (or to update the analogy, the electronic key-
board or touchscreen). But in both cases, the com-
plaint tends to come either from amateurs (who do



PHILOSOPHY TODAY                                               SPEP SUPPLEMENT 2010

114

not understand the value of these “improvements”
from the standpoint of those capable of expertise)
or from those who are more experienced but who
have not yet learned enough about how the im-
provement will work to appreciate it (especially
when this involves some sort of revised facilita-
tion of embodiment). All of this, however, misses
Hidegger’s point, which is not about clinging to
old-fashioned technologies when improvements
come along. His question is: in what sort of onto-
logical atmosphere are we understanding all of
these changes? It is no rejoinder to explain that
“any new technology in relation to human praxis,
before it can become transparent and thus fully
accommodated, must be ‘embodied’ if it is to be
‘known’ at all” (ms. 12).

13. The following summarizes my argument in a re-
view essay of Feenberg’s Marcuse and Heidegger,
“Feenberg on Marcuse: ‘Redeeming’Technologi-
cal Culture,” Techné 9/3 (2006): 67–70 [http://
schola r. l ib.v t . edu /e journa ls /SPT/v9n3/
scharff.html].

14. See, e.g., Heidegger’s “Comments on Karl
Jaspers’ Psychology of Worldviews ,” in
Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), esp. 30–37,
and above all its last line: “In order for [Jaspers’
findings] to be capable of effectively stimulating
and challenging contemporary philosophy, [his
method of] pure observation must evolve into the
‘infinite process’ of a radical questioning that al-
ways includes itself in the inquiry” (37, my em-
phasis, translation altered). On Husserl, Scheler,
and Dilthey, see, e.g., Heidegger, History of the
Concept of Time, trans. Theodore Kisiel
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985),
17, 108–119; thesis summarized, 128–31.

15. Consider seriously, e.g., what it really means for a
white U.S. male, at the beginning of this century,
in the midst of the “developed” part of the world,
to assert that “Gender(s) are multistable.” Don
Ihde, Bodies in Technology (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2002), 33, my empha-
sis. Or for an analytic philosopher, serving on the
screening committee for APA conference papers,
to announce proudly that “every philosophical ap-
proach is equally welcome.”

16. I discuss this issue in detail in “Feenberg on
Marcuse.”

17. For example, this is how Selinger defends Ihde
against critics who say he has only “descriptive”
things to say about contemporary technology. See

his “Normative Judgment and Technoscience:
Nudging Ihde, Again,” Techné 12/2 (2008): 120–
25; and “Normative Phenomenology: Reflections
on Ihde’s Significant Nudging,” in Postphenomen-
ology, 89–107. However, my question is not
whether Ihde sometimes displays, “theoretically
and normatively,” that his heart is in the right place,
but whether concrete “descriptions” plus some
sort of better “theorizing” are the right means to
empower free or democratic or (post)humanistic
alternatives to the determinative, elitist, and dehu-
manizing tendencies already, pre-theoretically,
embedded in everything we say and do in the “de-
veloped” world.

18. I acknowledge the sociological fact that many
post-Husserlians think of themselves as belonging
to “third” and “fourth wave” technoscience stud-
ies. See, e.g., Ihde’s “Forward” to New Waves in
Philosophy of Technology, viii-xiii; and the “Con-
cluding Phenomenological Postscript: Writing
Technologies” in his forthcoming Heidegger’s
Technologies. My question is: “are” they right?

19. Verbeek’s phrase (What Things Do, 142–43); and
see, with much less sympathy, Søren Riis, “The
Question Concerning Thinking,” in New Waves in
Philosophy of Technology, 123–45.

20. Hubert Dreyfus, On the Internet, 2nd ed. (New
York: Routledge, 2008), 77. Dreyfus’ earlier and
more detailed discussion of the suggestive com-
parison between “the Press” and the World Wide
Web is “Anonymity versus Commitment: The
Dangers of Education on the Internet,” Ethics and
Information Technology 1 (1999): 15–20.

21. Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technol-
ogy,” 311. See Dreyfus, “Heidegger on Gaining a
Free Relation with Technology,” in Andrew
Feenberg and Alastair Hannay, eds., Technology
and the Politics of Knowledge (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press, 1995), 97–107.

22. As Otto Pöggeler points out, Heidegger’s review
of Jaspers’ Psychology of Worldviews ends by
crediting Kierkegaard’s notion of “indirect com-
munication” as the forerunner of the notion of for-
mal indication Heidegger is developing at the
time. Martin Heidegger’s Path of Thinking, trans.
Daniel Magurshak and Sigmund Barber (Atlantic
Highlands: Humanities Press, 1987), 267–68.

23. My favorite sources here are still Carl Elliott,
Better than Well: American Medicine Meets the
American Dream (New York: Norton, 2004); and
A Philosophical Disease: Bioethics, Culture, and
Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999).


