HEIDEGGER’S “ON THE ESSENCE OF TRUTH”

I  
"Truth and Representation (Accordance)"

Truth seems self-evident in its nature; we pass it over and think nothing more about it. If pressed, we may define truth as what makes a true thing true. But then we are faced with the question: What is a true thing? According to this usual, self-evident definition of truth, the true is the actual. For instance, we distinguish between "true" and "false" gold through the distinction of what "actually" is gold and what merely presents the "semblance" of gold. However, are not both the "true" and the "false" gold actual? Then the truth of the gold does not reside merely in its actuality. What then gives to "true" gold its distinct nature as true? "Genuine gold is that actual gold the actuality of which is in accordance with what, always and in advance, we 'properly' mean by 'gold'" (Heidegger, "On the Essence of Truth" 1977b, 119; hereafter cited as "ET"). We say, "It is in accord." 


This, then, is the standard definition of the truth of things as accordance: truth is matter in accord. However, we also say statements about beings are true or false. But in what sense can we say that a statement "accords" and, thus, is true? "A statement is true if what it means and says is in accordance with the matter about which the statement is made. Here too we say, 'It is in accord.' Now, though, it is not the matter that is in accord but rather the proposition" ("ET" 119). 


This dual sense of truth as accord--the accordance of matter and of proposition--is uttered in the traditional definition of truth: veritas est adaequatio rei et intelectus. This can mean that truth is the correspondence of matter to knowledge (i.e., the matter is in accord) or of knowledge to the matter (i.e., proposition accords). Both material and propositional truth think veritas as conformity, as "correctness" ("ET" 120). This usual definition of truth finds its clearest, and most recent, definition in medieval metaphysics. Within this medieval definition, a thing (ens creatum), 

is only insofar as it corresponds to the idea preconceived in the intellectus divinus, i.e., in the mind of God, and thus measures up to the idea (is correct) and in this sense is 'true.' The intellectus humanus too is an ens creatum. As a capacity bestowed upon man by God, it must satisfy its idea. But the understanding measures up to the idea only by accomplishing in its propositions the correspondence of what is thought to the matter, which in its turn must be in conformity with the idea. If all beings are 'created,' the possibility of the truth of human knowledge is grounded in the fact that matter and proposition measure up to the idea in the same way and therefore are fitted to each other on the basis of the unity of the divine plan of creation ("ET" 120).

Truth as adaequatio of created thing and divine intellect guarantees truth as adaequatio of human intellect and created thing ("ET" 121).


Because truth is self-evident, the definition presented here is obvious. It is also self-evident that truth has an opposite: un-truth. If gold, or a statement about gold, can be true in as much as it accords with what is set out in advance as 'gold,' then things and propositions can equally be false in as much as they do not accord ("ET" 121). Since it does not pertain to truth itself, we do not bring un-truth into our account of the usual notion of truth.


Separated from theological explanation, this usual definition of truth is connected to an old tradition of thinking: where "truth is the accordance (homoiosis) of a statement (logos) with a matter (pragma)" ("ET" 122). It is in this sense that our usual, obvious notion of truth springs from a certain representational determination of Being. It is in this sense, also, in which we will, obviously, determine the "truth" of the artistic "statement": does it faithfully represent? does it accord?. But do we know what it means for a statement to accord with matter?

II
"Comportment as the Inner Possibility of Accordance"

With thing and thing, they come into accord "in the oneness of their outward appearance." But the same is not true of the statement and the thing--which are manifestly different in their outward appearance. So, how can the statement correspond to the thing? The statement "relates 'itself' to this thing in that it presents [vor-stellt] it and says of the presented how, according to the particular perspective that guides it, it is disposed" ("ET" 123). To present means "to let the thing stand opposed as object. As thus placed, what stands opposed must traverse an open field of opposedness [Entgegen] and nevertheless must maintain its stand as a thing and show itself as something with standing [ein Ständiges]. This appearing of the thing in traversing a field of opposedness takes place within an open region, the openness of which is not first created by the presenting but rather is only entered into and taken over as a domain of relatedness" ("ET" 123-4).


"The relation of the presentative statement to the thing is the accomplishment of that bearing which originally and always comes to prevail as a comportment" (124). Comportment adheres to what is opened up as such. In the West, this is what is present, a being. "A statement is invested with its correctness by the openness of comportment; for only through the latter can what is opened up [a being] really become the standard for the presentative correspondence."


Thus, the essence of truth (as correctness) is not in the statement but the ground of its inner possibility.

III
"Freedom as the Ground of the Possibility of Accordance"

Relating to and according with an object are possible only if this relating has always already entered freely into an open region. Directedness to a thing only arises through a being-free for what is opened up in an open region. "The openness of comportment as the inner condition of the possibility of correctness is grounded in freedom. The essence of truth is freedom" ("ET" 125). 


What is meant by freedom if it is taken as the essence of truth? Certainly this essential freedom cannot mean mere human caprice. In fact, freedom, in this sense, is not a property belonging to humanity at all. If anything, freedom possesses humanity in its essence. Consideration of the essential connection between truth and freedom leads us to pursue the question of the essence of humanity in a regard leading to the concealed essential ground of humanity, to Dasein. 


Freedom reveals itself then, with regard to its relation the essential ground of humanity, as freedom for what is opened up in an open region: "That which is opened up, that to which a presentative statement as correct corresponds, are beings opened up in an open comportment. Freedom for what is opened up in an open region lets beings be the beings they are. Freedom now reveals itself as letting beings be" ("ET" 127). [i.e., humans as letting beings be, and transcending beings to being; the animal is in a fixed circuit relation to beings].


Freedom as "letting beings be" is not to be understood as a resignation or indifference; rather, to let beings be is to engage oneself with beings. Letting be is engagement with the open region and its openness into which every being comes to stand, bringing that openness along with it ("ET" 127).


Western thinking from its beginning thinks of this open region as ta aletheia (the unconcealed). Freedom, in this sense, is an engagement with the disclosedness of beings ("ET" 128). Letting be, freedom, is exposing, ek-sistent. It is ek-sistent, and here we more properly address the human essence, in that it is a "standing out" beyond beings as beings; it is a surpassing, for instance, of the received wisdom concerning beings in themselves and a correspondent exposure to beings in their presencing, in their Being. Dasein is the essential ground in which man is able to ek-sist--not exist in the sense of existentia. "[T]he ek-sistence of historical man begins at that moment when the first thinker takes a questioning stand with regard to the unconcealment of beings by asking: what are beings? In this question unconcealment is experienced for the first time" ("ET" 128-9). Freedom, then, arises as exposure to the disclosedness of beings. "Disclosedness itself is conserved in ek-sistent engagement, through which the openness of the open region, i.e., the 'there' ['Da'], is what it is" ("ET" 128).


With the ek-sistent questioning that constitutes essential humanity, disclosedness (unconcealment) occurs for the first time. 
Being as a whole is phusis--not yet as a particular sphere of beings, but rather as beings as such as a whole, in the sense of emerging presence. History begins only when beings themselves are expressly drawn up into their unconcealment and conserved in it. The primordial disclosure of being as a whole, the question concerning beings as such, and the beginning of Western history are the same; they occur together in a "time" which, itself unmeasurable, first opens up the open region for every measure. History begins, then, with ek-sistent exposure; it is ek-sistent Dasein, in its relatedness to being as a whole, which first founds all history. Only ek-sistent man is historical. "nature" has no history.

IV
"The Essence of Truth and Un-Truth"

Humanity can not let beings be as they are: then beings are covered up and distorted; semblance comes to power. This untruth derives from truth; it is not just the caprice of man, because man's ek-sistence is a property of freedom, not the other way around (130). Truth and untruth are essentially connected. It is only through this essential connection that true and untrue propositions can become opposed. Just as the essence of truth, however, is not the correctness of statements, so too, the non-essence of truth is not the incorrectness of judgements. Since we have found, in contradistinction to the usual and obvious determination of truth, that un-truth is connected to truth in its essence, we must ask: what is the essence of un-truth?


We have defined the essence of truth as freedom; freedom is ek-sistent, disclosive letting beings be. Every mode of open comportment flourishes in letting beings be and in each case is a comportment to this or that being ("ET" 130). Freedom has already attuned all comportment to beings as a whole; freedom, ek-sistent exposure, is in the way of an attunement (Stimmung). Every mode of historical man's comportment, whether understood or not, is attuned. Letting beings be, which is an attuning, prevails throughout all open comportment ("ET" 131). Attuned disclosure prevailing through open comportment is also a concealing: "Precisely because letting be always lets beings be in a particular comportment which relates to them and thus discloses them, it conceals beings as a whole. Letting-be is intrinsically at the same time a concealing. In the ek-sistent freedom of Da-sein a concealing of being as a whole comes to pass. Here there is concealment" ("ET" 132).


Concealment deprives aletheia of disclosure. This is not a privation; rather, concealment preserves what is most proper to aletheia as its own. Concealment is un-dis-closedness, the untruth that is most proper to truth (dis-closedness). In this way, concealment is the sheltering arche of truth itself.


Concealment is not a product of fragmentary knowledge; rather it is older than every openedness of this or that being; also, it is older than letting-be itself which as disclosing already holds concealed and comports itself toward concealing. This concealing of what is concealed (the mystery) conserves letting-be in its relatedness to concealing (132). The mystery holds sway throughout Da-sein (133). The mystery is the non-essence of truth. Non-essence is not to be understood as inferior to essence; rather, the non-essence of truth is truth's pre-essential essence (133).


As letting beings be, freedom is the resolutely open bearing (Ent-schlossenheit) that does not close up in itself (133). But this bearing toward concealing conceals itself--entailing the forgetfulness of the mystery. "Certainly man takes his bearings constantly in his comportment toward beings; but for the most part he acquiesces in this or that being and its particular openedness. Man clings to what is readily available and controllable even where ultimate matters are concerned" (134).


But the forgetting of the mystery bestows on its apparent disappearance a peculiar presence (134). Man takes his standards from the "world" as plannable--these standards are not essential standards, not proper to essence of man (134-5). As ek-sistent, Dasein is insistent. Even in insistent ek-sistence the mystery holds sway, but as the forgotten and hence non-essential essence of truth (135). As insistent, man is turned toward the most readily available beings--turned away from the mystery. This passing by of the mystery is erring. 


Man is always astray in errancy. Erring essential to Dasein, not an occasional mistake (135). Erring as the forgetting of itself constantly of Dasein--(cf. fallenness, sect 38, BT.) Errancy is the open site for and ground of error. Every mode of comportment has its mode of erring--error as the incorrect judgement is only the most superficial mode of erring. "But, as leading astray, errancy at the same time contributes to a possibility that man is capable of drawing up from his ek-sistence--the possibility that, by experiencing errancy itself and by not mistaking the mystery of Da-sein, he not let himself be led astray" (136).


Freedom is the essence of truth (as correctness of statements) only because freedom itself originates from the primordial essence of truth, the rule of the mystery in errancy. The glimpse into the mystery out of errancy is a question, the thinking of Being--which originates the question of the Being of beings in "metaphysics" since Plato (137).

V
"Philosophy and the Question of Truth"

Thinking of Being is the putting into words of humanity's freedom or ek-sistence. This is the conserved articulation of the truth of being as a whole. With the beginning of philosophy, with the essential articulation of Western ek-sistence, so too begins the marked domination of common sense (Sophistry). Sophistry appeals to the unquestionable character of the beings that are opened up and interprets all thoughtful questioning as an attack on common sense.


"Philosophical thinking is gentle releasement [Gelassenheit--i.e., Eckhardt on the soul's relation to God] that does not renounce the concealment of being as a whole. Philosophical thinking is especially the stern and resolute openness [note: violent receptivity of techne to dike in IM] that does not disrupt the concealing but entreats its unbroken essence into the open region of understanding and thus into its own truth" (138).


We have thought of the essence of truth, and seen it as first of all a question of the truth of essence. In the name essence, philosophy thinks Being. So the essence of truth (as correctness) is ek-sistent freedom (as the ground of inner possibility of truth as correctness). The essential commencement of this ground (i.e., the primordial essence of truth, its founding) is concealing and errancy. So, the essence (Being) of truth is not an abstract universality; rather, it is the self-concealing, unique site ("meaning") of the history of the disclosure of Being (139).

