
THE THING 

All distances in time and space are shrinking. Man now reaches over-
night, by plane, places which formerly took weeks and months of 
travel. He now receives instant information, by radio, of events 
which he formerly learned about only years later, if at all. The ger­
mination and growth of plants, which remained hidden through­
out the seasons, is now exhibited publicly in a minute, on film. 
Distant sites of the most ancient cultures are shown on film as if 
they stood this very moment amidst today's street traffic. More­
over, the film attests to what it shows by presenting also the camera 
and its operators at work. The peak of this abolition of every possi­
bility of remoteness is reached by television, which will soon per­
vade and dominate the whole machinery of communication. 

Man puts the longest distances, behind him in the shortest 
time. He puts the greatest distances behind himself and thus puts 
everything before himself at the shortest range. 

Yet the frantic abolition of all distances brings no nearness; for 
nearness does not consist in shortness of distance. What is least 
remote from us in point of distance, by virtue of its picture on film 
or its sound on the radio, can remain far from us. What is incalcula­
bly far from us in point of distance can be near to us. Short distance 
is not in itself nearness. Nor is great distance remoteness. 

What is nearness if it fails to come about despite the reduction 
of the longest distances to the shortest intervals? What is nearness 
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if it is even repelled by the restless abolition of distances? What is 
nearness if, along with its failure to appear, remoteness also 
remains absent? 

What is happening here when, as a result of the abolition of 
great distances, everything is equally far and equally near? What is 
this uniformity in which everything is neither far nor near—is, as it 
were, without distance? 

Everything gets lumped together into uniform distanceless-
ness. How? Is not this merging of everything into the distanceless 
more unearthly than everything bursting apart? 

Man stares at what the explosion of the atom bomb could 
bring with it. He does not see that the atom bomb and its explo­
sion are the mere final emission of what has long since taken place, 
has already happened. Not to mention the single hydrogen bomb, 
whose triggering, thought through to its utmost potential, might 
be enough to snuff out all life on earth. What is this helpless anxi­
ety still waiting for, if the terrible has already happened? 

The terrifying is unsettling; it places everything outside its 
own nature. What is it that unsettles and thus terrifies? It shows 
itself and hides itself in the way in which everything presences, 
namely, in the fact that despite all conquest of distances the near­
ness of things remains absent. 

What about nearness? How can we come to know its nature? 
Nearness, it seems, cannot be encountered direcdy. We succeed in 
reaching it rather by attending to what is near. Near to us are what 
we usually call things. But what is a thing? Man has so far given no 
more thought to the thing as a thing than he has to nearness. The 
jug is a thing. What is the jug? We say: a vessel, something of the 
kind that holds something else within it. The jug's holding is done 
by its base and sides. This container itself can again be held by the 
handle. As a vessel the jug is something self-sustained, something 
that stands on its own. This standing on its own characterizes the 
jug as something that is self-supporting, or independent. As the 
self-supporting independence of something independent, the jug 
differs from an object. An independent, self-supporting thing may 
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become an object if we place it before us, whether in immediate 
perception or by bringing it to mind in a recollective re-presentation. 
However, the thingly character of the thing does not consist in its 
being a represented object, nor can it be defined in any way in 
terms of the objectness, the over-againstness, of the object. 

The jug remains a vessel whether we represent it in our minds 
or not. As a vessel the jug stands on its own as self-supporting. But 
what does it mean to say that the container stands on its own? 
Does the vessel's self-support alone define the jug as a thing? 
Clearly the jug stands as a vessel only because it has been brought 
to a stand. This happened during, and happens by means of, a 
process of setting, of setting forth, namely, by producing the jug. 
The potter makes the earthen jug out of earth that he has specially 
chosen and prepared for it. The jug consists of that earth. By virtue 
of what the jug consists of, it too can stand on the earth, either 
immediately or through the mediation of table and bench. What 
exists by such producing is what stands on its own, is self-supporting. 
When we take the jug as a made vessel, then surely we are appre­
hending it—so it seems—as a thing and never as a mere object. 

Or do we even now still take the jug as an object? Indeed. It 
is, to be sure, no longer considered only an object of a mere act of 
representation, but in return it is an object which a process of mak­
ing has set up before and against us. Its self-support seems to mark 
the jug as a thing. But in truth we are thinking of this self-support 
in terms of the making process. Self-support is what the making 
aims at. But even so, the self-support is still thought of in terms of 
objectness, evenNthough the over-againstness of what has been put 
forth is no longer grounded in mere representation, in the mere 
putting it before our minds. But from the objectness of the object, 
and from the product's self-support, there is no way that leads to 
the thingness of the thing. 

What in the thing is thingly? What is the thing in itself? We 
shall not reach the thing in itself until our thinking has first reached 
the thing as a thing. 
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The jug is a thing as a vessel—it can hold something. To be 
sure, this container has to be made. But its being made by the 
potter in no way constitutes what is peculiar and proper to the jug 
insofar as it is qua jug. The jug is not a vessel because it was made; 
rather, the jug had to be made because it is this holding vessel. 

The making, it is true, lets the jug come into its own. But that 
which in the jug's nature is its own is never brought about by its 
making. Now released from the making process, the self-supporting 
jug has to gather itself for the task of containing. In the process of 
its making, of course, the jug must first show its outward appear­
ance to the maker. But what shows itself here, the aspect (the eidas, 
the idea), characterizes the jug solely in the respect in which the 
vessel stands over against the maker as something to be made. 

But what the vessel of this aspect is as this jug, what and how 
the jug is as this jug-thing, something we can never learn—let 
alone think properly—by looking at the outward appearance, the 
idea. That is why Plato, who conceives of the presence of what is 
present in terms of the outward appearance, had no more under­
standing of the nature of the thing that did Aristode and all subse­
quent thinkers. Rather, Plato experienced (decisively, indeed, for 
the sequel) everything present as an object of making. Instead of 
"object"—as that which stands before, over against, opposite 
us—we use the more precise expression "what stands forth." In 
the full nature of what stands forth, a twofold standing prevails. 
First, standing forth has the sense of stemming from somewhere, 
whether this be a process of self-making or of being made by 
another. Secondly, standing forth has the sense of the made thing's 
standing forth into the unconcealedness of what is already present. 

Nevertheless, no representation of what is present, in the 
sense of what stands forth and of what stands over against as an 
object, ever reaches to the thing qua thing. The jug's thingness 
resides in its being qua vessel. We become aware of the vessel's 
holding nature when we fill the jug. The jug's bottom and sides 
obviously take on the task of holding. But not so fast! When we 
fill the jug with wine, do we pour the wine into the sides and 
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bottom? At most, we pour the wine between the sides and over 
the bottom. Sides and bottom are, to be sure, what is impermeable 
in the vessel. But what is impermeable is not yet what does the 
holding. When we fill the jug, the pouring that fills it flows into 
the empty jug. The emptiness, the void, is what does the vessel's 
holding. The empty space, this nothing of the jug, is >vhat the jug 
is as the holding vessel. 

But the jug does consist of sides and bottom. By that of which 
the jug consists, it stands. What would a jug be that did not stand? 
At least a jug manque, hence a jug still—namely, one that would 
indeed hold but that, constandy falling over, would empty itself of 
what it holds. Only a vessel, however, can empty itself. 

Sides and bottom, of which the jug consists and by which it 
stands, are not really what does the holding. But if the holding is 
done by the jug's void, then the potter who forms sides and bot­
tom on his wheel does not, stricdy speaking, make the jug. He 
only shapes the clay. No—he shapes the void. For it, in it, and out 
of it, he forms the clay into the form. From start to finish the 
potter takes hold of the impalpable void and brings it forth as the 
container in the shape of a containing vessel. The jug's void deter­
mines all the handling in the process of making the vessel. The 
vessel's thingness does not lie at all in the material of which it 
consists, but in the void that holds. 

And yet, is the jug really empty? 
Physical science assures us that the jug is filled with air and 

with everything that goes to make up the air's mixture. We allowed 
ourselves to be misled by a semipoetic way of looking at things 
when we pointed to the void of the jug in order to define its acting 
as a container. 

But as soon as we agree to study the actual jug scientifically, 
in regard to its reality, the facts turn out differently. When we pour 
wine into the jug, the air that already fills the jug is simply dis­
placed by a liquid. Considered scientifically, to fill a jug means to 
exchange one filling for another. 

These statements of physics are correct. By means of them, 
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