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Martin Heidegger: An Introduction to Metaphysics

When most people think of metaphysics, they picture abstract debates about the nature of reality, the existence of 

God, or the relationship between mind and matter. In the early twentieth century, German philosopher Martin 

Heidegger turned this conventional image on its head. Rather than offering a set of abstract propositions, he sought 

to re �discover the question of Being itself—the most fundamental inquiry that has ever occupied philosophers.

This article explores Heidegger’s introduction to metaphysics, tracing his critique of traditional metaphysics, his own

ontological project, and the lasting influence of his ideas on contemporary philosophy and beyond.

Why Heidegger Matters in the Study of Metaphysics

Heidegger’s work, especially his magnum opus Being and Time (1927), has become a touchstone for anyone 

studying the history of metaphysics. While many philosophers have focused on logical analysis or empirical 

science, Heidegger asked a deeper question: What does it mean to be?His answer reshaped metaphysics from a

set of static propositions to a dynamic, historically situated inquiry. The following sections unpack his approach and

show how his ideas remain relevant for scholars, students, and curious readers alike.

1. The Foundations of Heidegger’s Thought

1.1 Early Influences and Academic Beginnings

Heidegger was born in 1889 in Messkirch, Germany. He studied philosophy at the University of Freiburg, where he

was influenced by the work of Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, and by the medieval philosopher

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. These early encounters shaped his intellectual trajectory: he began as a

phenomenologist but soon turned his attention to the question of Being, which he felt had been neglected by his

predecessors.

1.2 The Shift from Phenomenology to Ontology

While Husserl focused on the structures of consciousness, Heidegger sought the conditions that make 

consciousness possible. In his early lectures, he criticized the idea that metaphysics could be reduced to a set of 

abstract propositions. Instead, he argued that metaphysics should be an ontological investigation—a study of the

very possibility of being.

1.3 The Concept of Dasein

Central to Heidegger’s metaphysics is the notion of Dasein, a German word that literally means “being-there.”

Dasein refers to human existence, the kind of being that is aware of its own being. For Heidegger, Dasein is the

only being that can ask the question of its own existence. This idea sets the stage for his critique of traditional

metaphysics.

2. The Problem of Traditional Metaphysics

2.1 Metaphysics as “Metaphysic of Metaphysic”

Heidegger famously described metaphysics as the “metaphysic of metaphysic.” He argued that philosophers had,



over centuries, become trapped in a cycle of abstract speculation that ignored the concrete conditions of existence.

Instead of asking what it means to be, they asked what being is, treating it as a static object.

2.2 The Obscuring of Being by Ontological Assumptions

According to Heidegger, metaphysics has obscured the question of Being by assuming that it is already known. He

called this “ontological presupposition.” In other words, philosophers often begin with the assumption that Being is a

given, rather than investigating how it comes to be understood.

2.3 The Role of Language in Metaphysical Confusion

Heidegger believed that language plays a pivotal role in shaping metaphysical thought. He argued that the

everyday use of language tends to naturalize the world, making it seem as if the world is self �evident. This

naturalization, he said, masks the deeper question of why the world is intelligible at all.

3. Heidegger’s Ontological Project

3.1 Being �and �Time: The First Step

In Being and Time, Heidegger introduced a new way of thinking about Being. He argued that the proper question is 

not “What is being?” but “What does it mean for a being to be?” He introduced the concept of ontological 

difference, the distinction between beings (entities) and Being itself.

3.2 The Structure of Dasein

Heidegger analyzed Dasein’s structure in terms of care, temporality, and authenticity. He claimed that Dasein is 

always in �world, and that its existence is fundamentally temporal. The way Dasein projects itself toward the future

gives it meaning, and this projection is what Heidegger calls “authenticity.”

3.3 The “Question of Being” in Contemporary Context

Heidegger’s question is not a purely theoretical exercise; it has practical implications. By recognizing that our

existence is fundamentally situated in a world that is constantly unfolding, we are encouraged to live more

authentically, to question the taken �for �granted assumptions that shape our lives.

4. Heidegger’s Critique of Metaphysical Traditions

4.1 The Return to the Question of Being

Heidegger’s critique is essentially a return to the original question of metaphysics: “What is the meaning of Being?”

He argued that metaphysical traditions, from Aristotle to Kant, had strayed from this question by focusing on

categories or laws that describe the world rather than its fundamental nature.

4.2 The Problem of the “Thing”

Heidegger was critical of the notion that everything can be reduced to a “thing.” He believed that the concept of

“thing” is a product of a particular way of thinking that neglects the way that beings reveal themselves to us. The

“thing” is a concept that arises from a specific mode of understanding, but it is not the totality of reality.

4.3 The Role of Technology

Heidegger also examined the modern world’s relationship with technology. He argued that technology is not merely

a tool but a way of revealing that can obscure the question of Being. In his essay “The Question Concerning

Technology,” he warned that the technological worldview can reduce everything to a resource, thereby obscuring

the deeper question of why things exist.



5. Key Concepts in Heidegger’s Metaphysics

5.1 Ontological Difference

Heidegger’s notion of ontological difference is the separation between beings (entities) and Being (the condition

that makes beings intelligible). This difference is essential for understanding why metaphysics has historically failed

to answer the question of Being.

5.2 Being �in �the �World

For Heidegger, Dasein is always “in the world.” This means that our existence is not isolated but is always

intertwined with the world around us. The world is not a backdrop but a horizon of meaning.

5.3 Temporality

Heidegger argued that temporality is the horizon in which Dasein understands itself. It is through temporality that

we project ourselves toward the future and interpret the past. Temporality is thus fundamental to the structure of

being.

5.4 Authenticity and Inauthenticity

Authenticity is the mode of existence in which Dasein acknowledges its own finitude and projects itself toward its

own possibilities. Inauthenticity, by contrast, is the mode in which Dasein is absorbed in the “they” (das Man), a

mode of existence that denies individual authenticity.

6. The Influence of Heidegger’s Metaphysics

6.1 Philosophy of Language

Heidegger’s insights have profoundly influenced the philosophy of language. His idea that language is the “house of

Being” has inspired scholars to reconsider the role of language in shaping reality.

6.2 Phenomenology and Existentialism

Heidegger’s work bridged phenomenology and existentialism. While phenomenology focuses on consciousness,

existentialism focuses on freedom and choice. Heidegger’s emphasis on Dasein’s authenticity has become a

cornerstone for existentialist thinkers.

6.3 Environmental Ethics

Heidegger’s critique of technology has informed contemporary environmental ethics. By challenging the notion that

everything can be reduced to a resource, he opened the door for a more respectful relationship with the

environment.

6.4 Modernist and Post �Modernist Thought

Heidegger’s ideas have also permeated modernist and post �modernist thought, particularly in discussions about the

“death of the author,” the role of the reader, and the instability of meaning.

7. Criticisms and Debates Surrounding Heidegger

7.1 Political Controversies

Heidegger’s affiliation with the Nazi Party remains a major point of contention. Critics argue that his political views

undermine the moral authority of his philosophical work. Others contend that his philosophy can be separated from

his politics.



7.2 Ambiguity in Language

Many scholars criticize Heidegger for his dense, ambiguous prose. Critics argue that his style obscures rather than

clarifies his ideas, making it difficult for readers to engage with his metaphysical project.

7.3 The Problem of Interpretation

Because Heidegger’s texts are often cryptic, interpretations vary widely. Some see his metaphysics as a profound

re �opening of the question of Being, while others view it as a retreat into obscurantism.

8. How to Read Heidegger’s Metaphysics Today

8.1 Start with the Basics

•  Read Being and Time for a foundational understanding.

•  Use secondary literature such as Heidegger: A Very Short Introduction by Michael Inwood for context.

•  Engage with commentaries that explain key terms like “ontological difference” and “Dasein.”

8.2 Focus on the Question of Being

Rather than getting lost in technical details, keep the central question in mind: “What does it mean to be?” This will

help you navigate Heidegger’s complex arguments.

8.3 Reflect on Personal Experience

Because Heidegger emphasizes authenticity, reflecting on your own life and how you relate to the world can

deepen your understanding of his metaphysical ideas.

8.4 Join Study Groups

Discussion with others can clarify obscure passages and help you see different perspectives on Heidegger’s work.

9. Key Takeaways

•  Heidegger’s introduction to metaphysics is a critique of traditional metaphysics and a call to return to the 

question of Being.

•  His concept of Dasein, ontological difference, and temporality form the core of his metaphysical project.

•  Heidegger’s ideas influence a broad range of fields, from philosophy of language to environmental ethics.

•  Critiques of his political affiliations and ambiguous prose remain central to contemporary debates.

•  Studying Heidegger involves both intellectual engagement and personal reflection.

Conclusion

Martin Heidegger’s introduction to metaphysics invites us to look beyond the surface of philosophical questions and

to ask what it means to exist. By challenging centuries of metaphysical tradition, he opened a new path toward

understanding the very conditions that make existence possible. Whether you are a philosopher, a student, or

simply a curious mind, Heidegger’s work offers a rich tapestry of ideas that continue to shape how we think about

the world, ourselves, and the mysteries that lie at the heart of being.
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