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The problem of history and, more precisely, the historicity of history constitutes one of the greatest
stumbling blocks for phenomenology and phenomenological philosophy. If one confines oneself to the
criticisms levelled against Husserlian phenomenology by Martin Heidegger, those concepts developed as
a result all operate in a dialogue with historicity. Perhaps the first step beyond Husserl arrives with the
concept of 'facticity,' a concept which recognises the essential temporality or historicity of the ego - that

being which attempts to enact the phenomenological epoche. The phenomenological epoche, taken in its
strictest Husserlian sense, is that which enables the step into the field of transcendental experience
where access is gained to the fundamental determinations of any operation of givenness whatsoever.
The undetermined determinations of thought and of Being here become manifest. With Heidegger's
concept of facticity, however, the element of history and historicity is introduced into what was previously

assumed as absolutely fundamental. Nonetheless, historicity is not to be taken simply as that which is
prior to all other philosophical determinations. As will become clear, it is not without a particularly
problematic concept that history can itself become manifest. The intention of this brief study is to bring
the concept of the 'finite' to some degree of authentic intuition from within the domain of a
phenomenological philosophy guided by the thought of Heidegger.

Without doubt, the concept of the finite plays a part in one of the many classical oppositions foundational
to western metaphysics. The finite is nothing without its apparent logical opposite, the concept of the
Infinite. Yet unlike most of the other grand dichotomies which have been scrutinised, in particular, by
Heidegger and Derrida, it is safe to say that the finite/Infinite opposition has not been submitted to
anywhere near the same degree of critical analysis. Indeed, it remains to be seen how the opposition is
to be investigated and understood in the first place, for none of the difficulties which arise can simply be
resolved by the destructive or deconstructive operations of a Heidegger or a Derrida. Before this
possibility occurring, a preliminary clearing of unnecessary difficulties and misconceptions is required.
Even in the relatively restricted domain of contemporary phenomenology, the concept is by no means
univocal. Thus, before attempting to criticise or extend the concept of the finite, it is necessary to explain
how it has, and has not been understood.

A comprehensive analysis of the origin and subsequent history of the Infinite/finite couplet would exceed
the confines of this study. One would first have to outline the varying relationships of the couplet and the
permutations of each in relation to the other. In the present context, however, emphasis will be restricted
to a few brief examples, all of which refer to a concept of the Infinite, rather than infinity, which is

ultimately ontological and theological.1 Within the philosophical context, the Infinite and the finite
correspond to at least two other couplets. The first of these is, without doubt, absolutely integral to
philosophy as such. The couplet determining/determined refers to the fundamental operation of all
predicative logic. The second example, and one which is of greater relevance for phenomenology is the
couplet immanence/transcendence. It would be safe to say that the task of contemporary
phenomenology is to think through the relation between these two terms and their relationship to the

essence of manifestation.2 From a phenomenological point of view, immanence refers to a being or mode
of being which makes no reference or relation outside itself. This must include the very relation between

immanence and transcendence. One cannot argue that immanence is immanent to a pre-existent
structure of transcendence, since 'getting' from one to the other requires a path that exceeds
immanence.

The problematic of the relation between the concepts of immanence and transcendence is perhaps more
similar than any other to the problematic of the relation between the Infinite and the finite. Importantly, in

terms of the latter opposition, while the finite is determined, the Infinite is understood negatively, as that

which is lacking any exterior determination. As with the opposition between immanence and
transcendence, it remains to be seen how the finite itself is given by the Infinite.

From an historical point of view, a prime example of this style of thinking can be found in Descartes'



'Third Meditation,' in which God is defined as "eternal, infinite."3 Most importantly, as Descartes points

out, God "created both myself and everything else . . . that exists."4 In short, the idea of the Infinite gives
rise to the possibility of finite beings; the Infinite has greater reality and is given to perception prior to
finite intuition. Above all, the conception of the infinite is the condition for the possibility of a finite being
called to doubt itself. As Descartes says, "how could I understand that I doubted . . . unless there were
in me some idea of a more perfect being which enabled me to recognize my own defects by

comparison?"5

If the finite is determined, it must therefore refer to something by which it is determined. Within

metaphysics at least, it has been accepted that that which determines must beontologically prior to that
which is determined. In the case of Descartes the Infinite being determines and exceeds that which is

finite. By definition, the Infinite lacks any limits, it is limit-less . At the same time, though, this absence of

limits is somehow capable of imposing the limits which constitute the finite as finite. The Infinite is

understood as universal. In the case of Descartes, the Infinite is God and vice versa; the Infinite is the
condition for the possibility of the existence of the human being.

Much later, the phenomenology of Husserl finds itself precariously close to this style of thinking. While
the Infinite bares no obvious relationship with God, it nevertheless plays the same part in the constitution
of experience. Husserl's transcendental reduction brackets all contingency, in short, all finite and
determined beings, to allow the transcendental conditions for experience to manifest themselves. The
transcendental conditions for experience reveal that which must necessarily be given such that
experience itself can be. At the same time, however, these transcendental conditions remain

un-determined. Throughout Husserl's writings, transcendental intuition opens up a field of infinite

experience. For example, in Ideas I, the horizon or conditions of every perception are indeterminate. As

far as Husserl is concerned, this indeterminacy is logically equivalent to infinitude.6 There are two

possible interpretations of the 'infinite' in Husserl and, as Dorion Cairns notes in his Guide To Translating

Husserl, it is important not to confuse them.'Indeterminacy' should not be taken to refer to the absence of

a telos or end in the Aristotelian sense. Rather, Cairns reserves the English 'endless' for the German

Endlos.7 The only justification given for the correlation between indeterminacy and the Infinite is that the

horizon itself can never be determined within phenomenological experience.8

These few examples should make it clear. The finite is philosophically understood according to the

Infinite. With Descartes it is an Infinite being, with Husserl it is an Infinite manner of Being which is
responsible for giving experience to finite beings. In both cases, whether it is God or transcendental

experience, the simple fact of exceeding finite beings, the simple fact of being pre-given, of being given

before human experience, appears to have been reason enough for naming this being or manner of
Being as Infinite.

It is my argument that even at their most fundamental level, these manners of pre-givenness are not to be

considered as Infinite, but merely as greater modes of finite determination. Within the constraints of the
present paper some possible steps will be outlined by which one might gain an alternative intuition of

that which is most fundamental - what Heidegger calls Ereignis , or the 'event of appropriation.'9 In

Contributions to Philosophy (From Enowning), Heidegger describes 'enowning' as that which grounds

existence as such.10 Rather than a unidirectional determination of an individual, empirical being by a

universal and transcendental Being, Ereignis is an 'event' which, as it were, 'holds' a being together with
its manner of Being.

Thinking the finite or what is limited without simply referring to that which exceeds the finite as Infinite -
this means thinking the 'event of appropriation' as itself, in some way, finite, determined, or limited. This
mode of thinking flies directly in the face of all metaphysical thinking. In order to think the 'event of
appropriation' as finite, its discussion and justification by Heidegger will be followed.

In a debate with the neo-Kantian, Ernst Cassirer, Heidegger attempts to limit the possibilities by which
one might understand the concept of the finite. He remarks,

In this question of the going-beyond of finitude, we find a wholly central problem. I have said that it is a
separate question to ask about the possibility of finitude in general, for one can argue simply: As soon as
I make assertions about the finite and as soon as I want to determine the finite as finite, I must already



have an idea of infinitude.11

Following the phenomenological point of view to which Heidegger subscribes, the aim is to gain an
adequate intuition of that which is itself given. With regard to Heidegger's argument just mentioned, one
must understand the finite as it is to itself and as it gives itself. The finite is not, therefore, to be
understood in relation to a concept of the Infinite which supposedly conditions it.

Already this criterion precludes the metaphysical conceptions of the finite which were outlined before.
Moreover, Heidegger is emphatic that the finite be thought outside the Hegelian dialectic. Following
Hegel, while the finite comes first, it is negated and absolved into the Infinite by the labour of the
negative. As the early Heidegger will say, however, the dialectic does not account for how beings are

initially defined, categorised, or limited according to the apparently self-justified structural opposition of

the finite and the Infinite.12 A non-metaphysical and non-dialectical definition of the finite can have no

relation whatsoever to the Infinite, whether it be a privative or negative relation, such that one might say 'it
is by virtue of our finite being that we cannot gain access to the Infinite,' or a relation of affirmation such
that one might say, 'our finite being is guided by the Infinite, the most high, and always already there.'
Both of these definitions presuppose a mode of relation which ultimately exceeds both the finite and the
Infinite. Particularly in the second, affirmative relation, the Infinite would somehow have to include its own
self-limitation such that it could be transmuted into finite manners of being. To use the Cartesian
example, God would have to somehow include its own limitations or determinations such that finite ways
of being could ever be possible. The question would be begged, if God is infinite, where do these

determinations occur? Conceived from a metaphysical point of view, the relation itself would somehow
exceed and determine the Infinite. Clearly this is untenable.

One might attribute the most determined employment of the concept of the finite by a metaphysician to
one of the major precursors to Hegel: Kant. Kant locates 'finitude' within the Subject. Yet this definition is
by no means unequivocal. The function of the concept is determined by the manner in which one reads
Kant. One can take the otherwise disparate thinkers of Michel Foucault and Paul Ricoeur as a case in
point. According to this appreciation of Kant, one finds an understanding of finitude that is strictly
confined to the domain of a philosophical anthropology. Yet the Infinite is always found lurking
somewhere in the shadows. In the case of Foucault, the Infinite manifests itself as 'power.' Ricoeur
follows Kant more closely, employing the concept of "pure imagination" as the creative capacity of the

finite being overcoming itself.13 Nevertheless, the understanding of finitude is confined to the being of
the human.

Yet, at least one other reading of Kant is available to us, and that is Heidegger's. The task taken up is

whether one can understand the finite more radically, as it is to itself, and what effect this understanding
has for phenomenology. In short, rather than confining finite manners of Being to objective beings that
most would easily accept as being limited and determined, Heidegger makes the first steps towards

considering that which gives beings, indeed, gives the Being of beings, as and according to finitude.

Heidegger's understanding of the finite begins most explicitly with Being and Time and his lectures on
Kant from 1929. Yet, in both of these cases, Heidegger is clearly concerned with the finitude of Da-sein -
that being which has the capacity of thinking about its own way of Being. In his lectures on Kant,
Heidegger makes it clear that "finite thinking" is a tautology. All thought presupposes something which is
non-thought. This finitude, limitation or incapacity of Da-sein constitutes the horizon or limits by which
the Being of beings can be understood.

But this is not to say that the Being of beings exceeds Da-sein simply as another figurehead of the
Infinite. The originality of Heidegger's philosophy can precisely be found in his attempt to think the Being

of beings in such a way that it gives itself in excess of Da-sein, while at the same time being determined

in some manner. In order to demonstrate that that which gives is not infinite, it is necessary to establish
that the most originary giving is not unconditional.

Heidegger's understanding of the finite begins with the concept of transcendence. As early as 1923, in

his lectures on The Hermeneutics of Facticity , Heidegger distances himself from the Husserlian
understanding of the givenness of phenomena to the subject. In contrast to Husserl, even those
supposedly 'immanent' structures by which givenness occurs, rely on an originary transcendence or

what Heidegger calls 'facticity.' In his lectures on The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Heidegger

defines this 'facticity' as an 'immanent transcendency.'14 In other words, the immanent conditions for the



possibility of experience, subjectivity, consciousness, the finite subject and so on, are constituted by a
transcendency. No object can be given without some prior directedness towards the object. Even if this
directedness is towards the very phenomenon of directedness itself, the fact that this phenomenon is

given implies that there must be something which is other than the given itself.

This structure of originary transcendence is essentially related to Heidegger's argument that the
phenomenon is just as limited as the Da-sein to which it is given; furthermore, originary transcendence

elucidates his understanding of Truth as aletheia. Both the phenomenon and Truth are constituted by a
twofold structure of concealment and unconcealment. Consider the attempt to phenomenologically
analyse the structure of givenness. One does not want to analyse that which is given, but rather that

which gives the given phenomenon. But this cannot be done without treating that which gives as the
given itself. In other words, the essence of a phenomenon, or that which provides the necessary
conditions for the phenomenon to appear, does not appear in the same act of appearance.

Every phenomenon, every given, therefore, insofar as it is given, cannot give itself absolutely. This might
be argued to be a result of the finitude of the phenomenological subject or Da-sein. If one were to move
too quickly, one might think that some sort of Cartesian God or even an 'evil genius' was waiting on the
horizon. One might think that they were being tricked, superseded and second-guessed in every act of

thought by a being at least claiming to be Infinite. In fact, in his lecture "Time and Being," Heidegger

refers to the fundamental determination of givenness as the "highest, most significant event of all."15

One could be forgiven for thinking that Heidegger has been tricked into believing the claims by the
phenomenon that it was sent by some Infinite being or according to an infinite manner of Being. Yet
things are not quite so simple. In attempting to think the relation between Time and Being, Heidegger
has already proceeded beyond or prior to some of the most fundamental tenets of metaphysics, the most
important of these being the principle of sufficient ground - the chief culprit in letting a concept such as
the Infinite claim responsibility for phenomenality.

"Time and Being" was a lecture given in 1962 in a series of propositional statements and occasional
expositions. In the space of just over 20 pages Heidegger moves through and systematises numerous
concepts developed throughout his career. Despite this fact, the terms 'finite' or 'finitude' are never used,
coming close only in discussions of the philosophical function of determination. In order to maintain a
greater distance from metaphysics, the attempt will be made to prepare a space wherein this concept
might reside. For the remainder of this paper, then, the necessary framework will be outlined such that
the concept of the 'event of appropriation' can be understood, and such that it can be understood
without regressing into a concept of the Infinite.

Heidegger attempts to think that which determines givenness, in other words, that which is prior to the

structure of givenness. It is here that he utilises the German 'idiom' es gibt, which is translated into

English either as 'It gives,' or, following the usual French translation into il y a, it is rendered as 'there

is.'16 The 'It gives' is the fundamental condition for the possibility of any act of giving whatsoever. For
Heidegger, it supplies the original 'opening' such that any phenomenon can be perceived as such. The
'It gives' gives or determines what metaphysics has considered to be the apparently primary and
transcendental structures of experience.

Space, and, more significantly,Time, are both conditioned by the structure of givenness and the 'It' which
is itself responsible for 'giving.' Heidegger's challenge to the priority of Time is of great significance. In

Being and Time, Heidegger attempted to establish the horizon through which and by which Being itself
can be understood. The being-in-the-world of Da-sein, in short, the 'space' in which Da-sein exists, was
argued by Heidegger to have been derived from Temporality. In "Time and Being," however, he refutes

this.17 Even temporality relies on something prior to it such that it can become manifest as an
experienceable phenomenon. Heidegger calls this 'giving' or 'presencing, ' and, in an important point, he

argues that it is "the giving that determines all."18

The giving in the "It gives" determines the original phenomenality of space and time; it determines their

original relationship together as History. The determination of History by the originary structure of the "It
gives" leads one to realise an important fact. Despite its priority, givenness is not and cannot be
absolute. Insofar as it gives History, temporality and spatiality, only a particular mode of givenness is

given at any particular time. Heidegger refers to this as "the actual holding-back" or epoche of giving.19

This employment of the concept epoche operates according to the same structure of concealment-



unconcealment which is necessary for gaining an adequate intuition of the phenomenon.

It is here that one can introduce the concept of the finite into Heidegger's argument. Rather than
conceiving the 'It gives' according to an Infinite being, or an Infinite manner of Being, both of which

determine all and both of which exceed all determination, the 'It gives' is itself determined . Heidegger
states, "what is historical in the history of Being is determined by what is sent forth in destining, not by

an indeterminately thought up occurrence."20 In other words, in every act of giving, that which is sent
forth (the given) and that which sends forth (the giving) must also hold itself back. Yet this 'event of
appropriation' of the "It gives" is primary.

One might almost say that the "It gives" gives itself according to a particular 'perspective' in the same
sense that all experience is necessarily perspectival or finite. Givenness is primary, determined by

nothing other than its own capacity to give. Yet at the same time it is incapable of giving Absolutely. It is
the condition for the possibility of givenness that it lack the power to give Infinitely. Giving presupposes a
relation within itself such that it gives one thing and not another. There can be no absolute and
unconditional structure of givenness, no Infinite gift, insofar as the very act of giving itself is hidden from
view in its own activity as giving. As Heidegger says, "appropriation withdraws what is most fully its own

from boundless unconcealment."21 The condition for the possibility of history, of historicity or History,
therefore, is that there be an internal finitude of History. If this is the case, the problem of history and
historicity for phenomenology is still far from solved. A new investigation into the being of givenness and
history is required which does not rely on an Infinite that would deny the possibility of difference. At the
same time, one must avoid falling into a scepticism so hyperbolic that the being of givenness and history
are so random as to be undeserving of their respective names.

1. Hence the capitalised 'I.' An investigation into the relationship between the concept of the Infinite and
onto-theo-logical philosophy would require resources which greatly exceed the scope of the current
study. One might nevertheless put forward some provisional hypotheses concerning the problem. It
could be shown that, despite his critical analyses of many of the concepts of philosophy, Heidegger's
own thought is much closer to an onto-theo-logical philosophy than he would like it to be. It would
precisely be the (lack of) emphasis given to the Infinite which ensnares Heidegger. In the case of
Derrida, things are much more complex. Still, it would not be difficult to demonstrate that Derrida does
not wish to do without the Infinite, so long as it operates in a relation of non-relation to the finite. It would

be a much greater task to demonstrate a necessary complicity,at the unnecessary expense of the finite,
between the Infinite and every deconstructive relation which is engendered by it.
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