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B OOK S

Is Love Blind?

A

ny book which reminds us that
Martin Heidegger—Nobel Prize
winner, genius of phenomenology,
inspirer of “liberation theology,” of existentialism, of deconstructionism, and of
miscellaneous other modern “isms,” not
to mention being, arguably, the mostinfluential academic philosopher of the
Twentieth century—was really just a
Nazi, is certainly useful.
Unfortunately, that is about the only
utility of M.I.T. Professor Ettinger’s slim
volume. Otherwise, the book is a quasifeminist attempt to explain why, in 1924,
a Jewish leftist university student named
Hannah Arendt could hurl herself into
the bed of her married, vaguely Roman
Catholic, obviously fascistic philosophy
instructor. Arendt, as many people
know, left Germany as the Nazis came
to power, and became a famous leftwing critic and analyst of totalitarianism;
at the same time, her quondam lover
Heidegger became a card-carrying
National Socialist, and hatchet-man for
Nazi purges in German academia.
Professor Ettinger’s conclusions are
based on three, interrelated myths. The
first, and most important, myth is that
Heidegger’s embrace of Nazism was a
tragic “lapse,” a momentary betrayal of
the philosophical ideals which could
attract so many people, both then and
since. The second, is that Heidegger, a
Catholic seminarian in younger days,
somehow became morally deranged
under the influence of his wife, who
insisted that they not baptize their children—despite efforts by Catholic
churchmen like Archbishop Conrad
Groeber to recapture him. And the
third, is that even an intellectual heavyweight like Arendt can sometimes fall
head over heels, and maintain an
unhealthy relationship long after it
should have ended.
You may notice that these myths are
actually three variations of the same
theme: that love is blind, and causes
temporary insanity to boot. Therefore,
Arendt must be excused, because Heidegger seduced her; just as Heidegger
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must be forgiven because, first, his wife
drew him away from religion, and,
later, Adolf Hitler lured him away from
rationality in general. It’s all very neat,
and, as usual in our politically-correct
society, nobody is ultimately to blame.
True Love
These myths must be counterposed to the
reality that, in terms of core philosophy,
both Heidegger and Arendt changed only
cosmetically between 1924 and 1964; there
were no fundamental “lapses.” The key to
this, is that the true love of both was, actually, Aristotle. For instance, Arendt’s original enthusiasm for Heidegger was based
on his militant Aristoteleanism. Although
she tried to downplay this aspect of the
affair in later years, we have the testimony of her fellow Heidegger classmate,
Hans-Georg Gadamer. Gadamer, who
later became one of postwar West Germany’s most influential academics,
reports that the university community of
the 1920’s was electrified by Heidegger’s
savage, nihilistic use of the Aristotelean
dialectic to bring about (in the 1922 words
of Heidegger himself) “the destruction of
what is transmitted in our intellectual history.” Both Arendt and Gadamer attended what the students called “the Aristotle
breakfasts,” 7 A.M. picnics with Heidegger. Heidegger’s version of the Aristotelean method was key to Arendt’s choice

of the subject for her Ph.D. thesis, which
was, ironically, “St. Augustine’s Concept
of Love.” None of this, unfortunately, is
reported by author Ettinger.
Heidegger’s own history is a fascinating case study of the evil caused by the
love of Aristotle. Ettinger does highlight
Archbishop Groeber’s postwar discussions with Heidegger, but she neglects
to mention that, when he was a parish
priest, Groeber gave the 17-year-old
gymnasium student Heidegger a copy of
Franz Brentano’s 1862 book On the Several Senses of Being in Aristotle. As his
autobiographical writings make clear,
this book confirmed Heidegger as an
Aristotelean, and inspired him to a life
of academic philosophy. Brentano, a
failed priest who was sponsored by sections of the British aristocracy, was the
primary figure in an Aristotle revival
inside the Catholic Church during the
last third of the Nineteenth century.
(Brentano was also pivotal in popularizing Aristotle outside the Catholic
Church. He personally trained Edmund
Husserl, who became Heidegger’s
teacher; and was the philosophy instructor and mentor of Sigmund Freud.)
The fact that Aristoteleanism was still
considered a legitimate methodology in
Catholicism—despite several efforts,
including those led by Pope Leo XIII—
allowed people like Heidegger to consider themselves Christians, when they were
really turning into quite the opposite.
Heidegger’s embrace of Nazism, for
instance, was entirely on “spiritual”
grounds: Hitler was needed, he said, to
return Germany to its “essential nature,”
as defined by Aristotle. During the Nazi
period, Heidegger abjured his Catholicism to please his new political masters.
Nonetheless, as an Aristotelean, he
retained great popularity with students
from the Jesuit and Franciscan orders,
both of which had houses at the University of Freiburg. One of his wartime
Jesuit students, Father Karl Rahner, used
Heidegger’s epistemology as the basis for
his own “Transcendental Thomism,”
which in turn became the theoretical
foundation of Liberation Theology.
Heidegger himself exploited the fact
of his wartime popularity with certain
Catholic clerics to claim that he was
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