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Passages from Being and Time §§16-18 

 

If Dasein is ontically constituted by Being-in-the-World, and if an understanding of the Being of 

its Self belongs just as essentially to its Being, no matter how indefinite that understanding may 

be, then does not Dasein have an understanding of the world—a pre-ontological understanding, 

which indeed can and does get along without explicit ontological insights? With those entities 

which are encountered within-the-world-that is to say, with their character as within-the-world-

does not something like the world show itself for concernful Being-in-the-world? Do we not 

have a pre-phenomenological glimpse of this phenomenon? Do we not always have such a 

glimpse of it, without having to take it as a theme for ontological Interpretation? Has Dasein 

itself, in the range of its concernful absorption in equipment ready-to-hand, a possibility of Being 

in which the worldhood of those entities within-the-world with which it is concerned is, in a 

certain way, lit up for it, along with those entities themselves? [§16 102] 

 

BB: Emergence of the present-at-hand from the unreadiness of the ready-to-hand: 

In our concernful dealings, however, we not only come up against unusable things within what is 

ready-to-hand already : we also find things which are missing which not only are not 'handy' 

["handlich"] but are not 'to hand' ["zur Hand"] at all. Again, to miss something in this way 

amounts to coming across something un-ready-to-hand. When we notice what is un-ready-to-

hand, that which is ready-to-hand enters the mode of obtrusiveness The more urgently [Je 

dringlicher] we need what is missing, and the more authentically it is encountered in its un-

readiness-to-hand, all the more obtrusive [um so aufdringlicher] does that which is ready-to-hand 

become-so much so, indeed, that it seems to lose its character of readiness-to-hand. It reveals 

itself as something just present-at-hand and no more, which cannot be budged without the thing 

that is missing. The helpless way in which we stand before it is a deficient mode of concern, and 

as such it uncovers the Being-just-present-at-hand-and-no-more of something ready-to-hand. 

[§16 103] 

 

The modes of conspicuousness, obtrusiveness, and obstinacy all have the function of bringing to 

the fore the characteristic of presence-at-hand in what is ready-to-hand. But the ready-to-hand is 

not thereby just observed and stared at as something present-at-hand; the presence-at-hand which 

makes itself known is still bound up in the readiness-to-hand of equipment. [§16 104] 

 

Similarly, when something ready-to-hand is found missing, though its everyday presence 

[Zugegensein] has been so obvious that we have never taken any notice of it, this makes a break 

in those referential contexts which circumspection discovers. Our circumspection comes up 

against emptiness, and now sees for the first time what the missing article was ready-to-hand 

with, and what it was ready-to-hand for. The environment announces itself afresh. What is thus 

lit up is not itself just one thing ready-to-hand among others; still less is it something present-at-

hand upon which equipment ready-to-hand is somehow founded : it is in the 'there' before 
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anyone has observed or ascertained it. It is itself inaccessible to circumspection, so far as 

circumspection is always directed towards entities; but in each case it has already been disclosed 

for circumspection. 'Disclose' and 'disclosedness' will be used as technical terms in the passages 

that follow, and shall signify 'to lay open' and 'the character of having been laid open.' Thus 'to 

disclose' [erschliessen] never means anything like 'to obtain indirectly by inference'. [§16 105] 

BB: Official introduction of the concept of disclosedness.  

 

But if the world can, in a way, be lit up, it must assuredly be disclosed. And it has already been 

disclosed beforehand whenever what is ready-to-hand within-the-world is accessible for 

circumspective concern. . [§16 106] 

 

Being-in-the-world, according to our Interpretation hitherto, amounts to a non-thematic 

circumspective absorption in references or assignments constitutive for the readiness-to-hand of 

a totality of equipment. Any concern is already as it is, because of some familiarity with the 

world. In this familiarity Dasein can lose itself in what it encounters within-the-world and be 

fascinated with it. What is it that Dasein is familiar with? Why can the worldly character of what 

is within-the-world be lit up? The presence-at-hand of entities is thrust to the fore by the possible 

breaks in that referential totality in which circumspection 'operates'…[§16 107] 

  

We shall again take as our point of departure the Being of the ready-to-hand, but this time with 

the purpose of grasping the phenomenon of reference or assignment itself more precisely. We 

shall accordingly attempt an ontological analysis of a kind of equipment in which one may come 

across such 'references' in more senses than one. We come across 'equipment' in signs. The word 

"sign" designates many kinds of things : not only may it stand for different kinds of signs, but 

Being-a-sign-for can itself be formalized as a universal kind of relation, so that the sign-structure 

itself provides an ontological clue for 'characterizing' any entity whatsoever. But signs, in the 

first instance, are themselves items of equipment whose specific character as equipment consists 

in showing or indicating.  [§17 107-8] 

 

Every reference is a relation, but not every relation is a reference. Every 'indication' is a 

reference, but not every referring is an indicating. This implies at the same time that every 

'indication' is a relation, but not every relation is an indicating. The formally general character of 

relation is thus brought to light. If we are to investigate such phenomena as references, signs, or 

even significations, nothing is to be gained by characterizing them as relations. Indeed we shall 

eventually have to show that 'relations' themselves, because of their formally general character, 

have their ontological source in a reference. [§17 108] 

 

Motor cars are sometimes fitted up with an adjustable red arrow, whose position indicates the 

direction the vehicle will take—at an intersection, for instance. [§17 108] 
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Instead, 'referring' as indicating is grounded in the Being-structure of equipment, in serviceability 

for . . . . But an entity may have serviceability without thereby becoming a sign. As equipment, a 

'hammer' too is constituted by a serviceability, but this does not make it a sign. Indicating, as a 

'reference', is a way in which the "towards-which" of a serviceability becomes ontically concrete 

; it determines an item of equipment as fo r this "towards-which" [und bestimmt ein Zeug zu 

diesem]. On the other hand, the kind of reference we get in 'serviceability-for', is an ontologico-

categorial attribute of equipment as equipment. That the "towards-which" of serviceability 

should acquire its concreteness in indicating, is an accident of its equipment-constitution as such. 

[§17 109] 

 

the sign in its turn is related in a peculiar and even distinctive way to the kind of Being which 

belongs to whatever equipmental totality may be ready-to-hand in the environment, and to its 

worldly character. [§17 109] 

 

What do we mean when we say that a sign "indicates" ? We can answer this only by determining 

what kind of dealing is appropriate with equipment for indicating. And we must do this in such a 

way that the readiness-to-hand of that equipment can be genuinely grasped. What is the 

appropriate way of having-to-do with signs? [§17 110] 

BB: A question about pragmatics, about what one must do in order thereby to be taking or 

treating something in practice as a sign. 

 

A sign is not a Thing which stands to another Thing in the relationship of indicating ; it is rather 

an item of equipment which explicitly raises a totality of equipment into our circumspection so 

that together with it the worldly character of the ready-to-hand announces itself. [§17 110] 

 

Signs also arise when one takes as a sign [Zum-Zeichen-nehmen] something that is ready-tohand 

already. In this mode, signs "get established" in a sense which is even more primordial. In 

indicating, a ready-to-hand equipment totality, and even the environment in general, can be 

provided with an availability which is circumspectively oriented ; and not only this : establishing 

a sign can, above all, reveal. What gets taken as a sign becomes accessible only through its 

readiness-to-hand. [§17 111] 

 

And here again, when the equipmental characters of the ready-to-hand are still circumspectively 

undiscovered, they are not to be Interpreted as bare Thinghood presented for an apprehension of 

what is just present-at-hand and no more. [§17 111] 

 

The foregoing Interpretation of the sign should merely provide phenomenal support for our 

characterization of references or assignments. The relation between sign and reference is 

threefold.  
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1. Indicating, as a way whereby the "towards-which" of a serviceability can become concrete, is 

founded upon the equipment-structure as such, upon the "in-order-to" (assignment).  

2. The indicating which the sign does is an equipmental character of something ready-to-hand, 

and as such it belongs to a totality of equipment, to a context of assignments or references. 

3· The sign is not only ready-to-hand with other equipment, but in its readiness-to-hand the 

environment becomes in each case explicitly accessible for circumspection.  

A sign is something ontically ready-to-hand,which functions both as this definite equipment and 

as something indicative of [was . . . anzeigt] the ontological structure of readiness-to-hand, of 

referential totalities, and of worldhood. [§17 113-14] 

 

18. Involvement and Significance; the Worldhood of the World 

The ready-to-hand is encountered within-the-world. The Being of this entity, readiness-to-hand, 

thus stands in some ontological relationship towards the world and towards worldhood. In 

anything ready-to-hand the world is always 'there'. Whenever we encounter anything, the world 

has already been previously discovered, though not thematically. [§18 114] 

 

We have indicated that the state which is constitutive for the ready-tohand 

as equipment is one of reference or assignment. [§18 114] 

 

As definite kinds of references we have mentioned serviceability-for-, detrimentality 

[Abtraglichkeit], usability, and the like. The "towards-which" [das Wozu] of a serviceability and 

the "for-which" [das Wofur] of a usability prescribed the ways in which such a reference or 

assignment can become concrete. But the 'indicating' of the sign and the 'hammering' of the 

hammer are not properties of entities. Indeed, they are not properties at all, if the ontological 

structure designated by the term 'property' is that of some definite character which it is possible 

for Things to possess [ einer moglichen Bestimmtheit von Dingen] . Anything ready-to-hand is, 

at the worst, appropriate for some purposes and inappropriate for others ; and its 'properties' 

[Eigenschaften] are, as it were, still bound up in these ways in which it is appropriate [geeignet] 

or inappropriate, just as presence-at-hand , as a possible kind of Being for something ready-to-

hand, is bound up in readiness-to-hand. [§18 114-15] 

 

Serviceability too, however, as a constitutive state of equipment (and serviceability is a 

reference), is not an appropriateness of some entity ; it is rather the condition (so far as Being is 

in question) which makes it possible for the character of such an entity to be defined by its 

appropriatenesses. But what, then, is "reference" or "assignment" to mean ? To say that the Being 

of the ready-to-hand has the structure of assignment or reference means that it has in itself the 

character of hauing been assigned or referred [ Verwiesenheit]. An entity is discovered when it 

has been assigned or referred to something, and ,referred as that entity which it is. With any such 

entity there is an involvement which it has in something.  The character of Being which belongs 

to the ready-to-hand is just such an involvement. [§18 115] 
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When an entity within-the-world has already been proximally freed for its Being, that Being is its 

"involvement". With any such entity as entity, there is some involvement. The fact that it has 

such an involvement is ontologically definitive for the Being of such an entity, and is not an 

ontical assertion about it. That in which it is involved is the "towards-which" of serviceability, 

and the "for-which" of usability. With the "towards-which" of serviceability there can again be an 

involvement with this thing, for instance, which is ready-to-hand, and which we accordingly call 

a "hammer", there is an involvement in hammering; with hammering, there is an involvement in 

making something fast; with making something fast, there is an involvement in protection 

against bad weather ; and this protection 'is' for the sake of [ um-willen] providing shelter for 

Dasein-that is to say, for the sake of a possibility of Dasein's Being. [§18 116] 

 

But the totality of involvements itself goes back ultimately to a "towards-which" in which there 

is no further involvement : this "towards-which" is not an entity with the kind of Being that 

belongs to what is ready-to-hand within a world ; it is rather an entity whose Being is defined as 

Being-in-theworld, and to whose state of Being, worldhood itselfbelongs. This primary "towards-

which" is not just another "towards-this" as something in which an involvement is possible. The 

primary 'towards-which' is a "for-thesake-of-which" . But the 'for-the-sake-of' always pertains to 

the Being of Dasein, for which, in its Being, that very Being is essentially an issue. We have thus 

indicated the interconnection by which the structure of an involvement leads to Dasein's very 

Being as the sole authentic "for-thesake-of-which."  [§18 116-17] 

 

Ontically, "letting something be involved" signifies that within our factical concern we let 

something ready-to-hand be so-and-so as it is already and in order that it be such. The way we 

take this ontical sense of 'letting be' is, in principle, ontological. And therewith we Interpret the 

meaning of previously freeing what is proximally ready-to-hand within-the-world. [§18 117] 

 

…if letting something be involved is understood ontologically, what is then pertinent is the 

freeing of everything ready-to-hand as ready-to-hand, no matter whether, taken ontically, it is 

involved thereby, or whether it is rather an entity of precisely such a sort that ontically it is not 

involved thereby. [§18 117] 

 

To the extent that any entiry shows itself to concern-that is, to the extent that it is discovered in 

its Being-it is already something ready-to- hand environmentally; it just is not 'proximally' a 

'world-stuff' that is merely present-at-hand. [§18 118] 

 

In this totality of involvements which has been discovered beforehand, there lurks an ontological 

relationship to the world. In letting entities be involved so that they are freed for a totality of 

involvements, one must have disclosed already that for which [ woraufhin] they have been 

freed.  [§18 118] 
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if we henceforth reserve "discoveredness" as a term for a possibility of Being which every entity 

without the character of Dasein may possess. [§18 118] 

 

Whenever we let there be an involvement with something in something beforehand, our doing so 

is grounded in our understanding such things as letting something be involved, and such things 

as the "with-which" and the "in-which" of involvements. Anything of this sort, and anything 

else that is basic for it, such as the "towards-this" as that in which there is an involvement, or 

such as the "for-the-sake-of-which" to which every "towards-which" ultimately goes back-all 

these must be disclosed beforehand with a certain intelligibility [Verständlichkeit]. And what is 

that wherein Dasein as Being-in-the-world understands itself pre-ontologically? In understanding 

a context of relations such as we have mentioned, Dasein has assigned itself to an "in-order-to" 

[Um-zu] , and it has done so in terms of a potentiality-for-Being for the sake of which it itself 

is—one which it may have seized upon either explicitly or tacitly, and which may be either 

authentic or inauthentic. This "in-order-to" prescribes a "towards-this" as a possible "in-which" 

for letting something be involved; and the structure of letting it be involved implies that this is an 

involvement which something has—an involvement which is with something. Dasein always 

assigns itself from a "for-the-sake-of-which" to the "with-which" of an involvement; that is to 

say, to the extent that it is, it always lets entities be encountered as ready-to-hand . That wherein 

[Worin] Dasein understands itself beforehand in the mode of assigning itself is that for which [ 

das Woraufhin] it has let entities be encountered beforehand. The "wherein" of an act of 

understanding which assigns or refers itself, is that for which one lets entities be encountered in 

the kind of Being that belongs to involvements ; and this "wherein" is the phenomenon of the 

world.  And the structure of that to which [woraufhin] Dasein assigns itself is what makes 

up the worldhood of the world. [§18 118-19] 

 

That wherein Dasein already understands itself in this way is always something with which it is 

primordially familiar. This familiarity with the world does not necessarily require that the 

relations which are constitutive for the world as world should be theoretically transparent. 

However, the possibility of giving these relations an explicit ontologico-existential 

Interpretation, is grounded in this familiarity with the world; and this familiarity, in turn, is 

constitutive for Dasein, and goes to make up Dasein's understanding of Being. This possibility is 

one which can be seized upon explicitly in so far as Dasein has set itself the task of giving a 

primordial Interpretation for its own Being and for the possibilities of that Being, or indeed for 

the meaning of Being in general. [§18 119] 

 

The understanding [Das Verstehen] lets itself make assignments both i n these relationships 

themselves and o f them.  The relational character which these relationships of assigning possess, 

we take as one of signifying [be-deuten].  In its familiarity with these relationships, Dasein 

'signifies' to itself: in a primordial manner it gives itself both its Being and its potentiality-for-
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Being as something which it is to understand with regard to its Being-in-theworld. The "for-the-

sake-of-which" signifies an "in-order-to" ; this in turn, a "towards-this" ; the latter, an "in-which" 

of letting something be involved ; and that in turn, the "with-which" of an involvement. These 

relationships are bound up with one another as a primordial totality; they are what they are a s 

this signifying [Be-deuten) in which Dasein gives itself beforehand its Being-in-the-world as 

something to be understood. The relational totality of this signifying we call "significance". This 

is what makes up the structure of the world-the structure of that wherein Dasein as such already 

is. Dasein, in its familiarity with significance, is the ontical condition for the possibility of 

discovering entities which are encountered in a world with involvement (readiness-to-hand) as 

their kind of Being, and which can thus make themselves known as they are in themselves [in 

seinem An-sich]. [§18 120] 

 

But in significance itself, with which Dasein is always familiar, there lurks the ontological 

condition which makes it possible for Dasein, as something which understands and interprets, to 

disclose such things as 'significations' ; upon these, in turn, is founded the Being of words and of 

language. [§18 121] 

 

the following structures and dimensions of ontological problematics, as we have repeatedly 

emphasized, must be kept in principle distinct:  

1 . the Being of those entities within-the-world which we proximally encounter-readiness-to-

hand;  

2. the Being of those entities which we can come across and whose nature we can determine if 

we discover them in their own right by going through the entities proximally encountered-

presence-at-hand;  

3· the Being of that ontical condition which makes it possible for entities within-the-world to be 

discovered at all-the worldhood of the world. This third kind of Being gives us an existential way 

of determining the nature of Being-in-the-world, that is, of Dasein.  

The other two concepts of Being are categories, and pertain to entities whose Being is not of the 

kind which Dasein possesses. [§18 121] 

 


