Daseintropy
“That everything is on fire, slow fire, and we’re all less than a
million breaths away from an oblivion more total than we can
even bring ourselves to even try to imagine, in fact, probably
that’s why the manic US obsession with production, produce,
produce, impact the world, contribute, shape things, to help
distract us from how little and totally insignificant and temporary
we are.”
David Foster Wallace, The Pale King

Peirce’s formulation of what he called “abductive inference” is this: “The surprising fact C is
observed. But if A were the case then C would be a matter of course. Therefore, there is
reason to suspect that A is the case.” 1
Let C be the “manic . . . obsession with production, produce, produce, impact the world,
contribute, shape things.” The record shows that Heidegger found C appallingly destructive. In
“planetary technology” Heidegger saw “the possibility of mankind’s death;”2 “the laboring
animal is left to the giddy whirl of its products so that it may tear itself to pieces and annihilate
itself in empty nothingness;”3 “Reasons cannot be given why the people now populating the
planet and destroying it in every possible way should continue to exist without end.”4 Most
notoriously:
“even the tending of the fields has gone over to the same requisitioning that
imposes upon the air for nitrogen, the soil for coal and ore, the ore for uranium,
the uranium for atomic energy, and the latter for orderable destruction.
Agriculture is now a mechanized food industry, in essence the same as the
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production of corpses in the gas chambers and extermination camps, the same
as the blockading and starving of countries, the same as the production of
hydrogen bombs.”5
Let all that activity, constructive and destructive, be C. What is A?
The candidate proposed here is the tendency toward maximum entropy production (MEP) as
specifically instanced in the newly-emergent kinetic pathway that is Dasein. ‘Daseintropy’ then
designates the increase in entropy and in rate of entropy production attributable to ‘existence’
in Heidegger’s sense of that term.6
The MEP principle states that:
“if there are sufficient degrees of freedom, that is, sufficient choice among
steady states that all meet the fundamental conservation laws, the system would
be characterized by a state . . . at which maximum physical power is generated,
gradients are dissipated at the fastest possible rate and hence the associated
entropy production is maximized.”7
Here’s what is not meant by Daseintropy:
“This is how humankind contributes to the rise of entropy in the Universe: We
consume organized energy in the form of structured foodstuffs, and we radiate
away as body heat an equivalent energy in the form of highly disorganized
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infrared photons.
dissipators.”8

We, too, are dissipative structures – highly evolved

Although accurate as far as it goes that formulation does not distinguish us from our pets and
livestock. Our thermodynamic distinction lies in technology, from raising crops to cooking food
to watching movies. Dasein’s niche-making is characterized by its use of technology and the use
of technology accelerates the production of entropy.
Consider an example from agriculture. Chaisson estimates the ‘free energy rate density’
(‘power density’) – units of energy per unit of time per unit of mass – of various systems. He
designates this value Φm. He estimates the global average Φm for wild terrestrial plants to be
900 ergs per second per gram. “However, a more organized field of corn photosynthesizes
nearly ten times more efficiently,9 and a highly cultivated field of sugarcane (one of the most
efficient converters of sunshine into biomass) can be higher still; their values of Φm are in the
range of 6000 and 10,000 erg s-1 g-1, respectively.” Hence the production of entropy from
cultivation increases over that from the natural growth of wild plants. Moreover, because the
“enhanced organization of the field produced by modern agricultural techniques requires
higher Φm values to maintain that organization” this higher Φm “represents an energy
contribution of a cultural, technological” kind; and concomitantly an entropy production of a
cultural, technological kind. 10 Chaisson comments,
“If there is any one factor that has most characterized the evolution of culture, it
is surely an increasing capacity to extract energy from Nature—but not merely to
capture energy, but rather to store it, to transfer it, in short to process energy. .
. . To be sure, the ability to harness abundant energy sources is the hallmark of
modern society. But it is also clearly the source of an inexorable rise in entropy
within our larger environment—widespread pollution, waste heat, and social
tumult, among other social ills.”11
Heidegger’s image of humankind as “a storm sweeping over our planet”12 captures the essence
of Dasein’s role in the thermodynamics of the biosphere: like a storm Dasein increases the rate
of entropy production. In this sense Dasein is to the biosphere as convection is to conduction.13
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But why ‘Dasein’ in this conjecture? Why Heidegger’s term rather than simply ‘human being,’
‘rational animal,’ ‘top predator,’ or something else? What explanatory power does ‘Dasein’
add?
Heidegger was seeking, in Thomas Sheehan’s account, “the source of intelligibility, but unlike
traditional metaphysics he sought a non-theistic, non-subjective, non-substantive source, the
correlative of which was not an ontological subject, either divine or human, but a
phenomenologically experienced ‘e-ject,’ a self-concerned thrown-openness.” 14
Sheehan characterizes the kinesis of self-concerned thrown-openness – Dasein – in these
words:
“Every step we take forward is answered by the horizon moving a step
backward. If human being is endlessly open, then its correlate is the endlessly
open-ended. . . . we face endless possibilities of self-realization within the world,
in a progression bordered finally only by death. . . . All we perform are endless
acts of self-transcendence; and in that way we endlessly ‘humanize’ the world,
learning to be at home everywhere within it. . . . Our finite infinity means we are
always a lack of fullness. We may try forever to fill up the lack, but we will never
succeed; it’s an abyss. . . . Our horizon is like that of the expanding universe that
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keeps offering us more world to explore.”15
Chaisson observes that by its expansion “The Universe self-generates a thermal gradient, and
increasingly so with time, suggestive of an ever-powerful heat engine were it not for its
mechanistic inference.”16 At its local scale Dasein self-generates an ontological gradient; the
gradient which Sheehan describes.
The “endlessly open-ended . . . endless possibilities of self-realization within the world” form
the hot end of the gradient, the source.17 The cold sink is our “lack of fullness,” “an abyss”
which we will never fill.18 With source and sink in place all that’s needed to make an
ontological engine is a converter.19 And that converter is the as-structure20; by which we
perform “endless acts of self-transcendence” and “endlessly ‘humanize’ the world.”21 I.e., our
niche-making; Weltbildung.
The proposition that an ontological engine gears into nature with thermodynamic effect gets
some support from a recent work by Carlo Rovelli.
Rovelli agrees with Heidegger that Dasein is time:
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“And we begin to see that we are time [il tempo siamo noi]. We are this space
[Siamo questo spazio], this clearing opened up [questa radura aperta] by the
traces of memory inside the connections between our neurons. We are
memory. We are nostalgia. We are longing for a future that will not come. The
clearing that is opened up in this way [Questo spazio che viene così aperto], by
memory and by anticipation, is time: a source of anguish sometimes, but in the
end a tremendous gift.”22
As does the modern consensus Rovelli associates the arrow of time with increasing entropy. He
sees the phenomenon of life, also in keeping with the now-standard view, as a “network of
processes for increasing entropy.” Rovelli denies what is yet maintained by some, “that life
generates structures that are particularly ordered, or that locally diminish entropy: [life] is
simply a process that degrades and consumes the low entropy of food; it is a self-structured
disordering, no more and no less than the rest of the universe.”23 And the universe “is like a
mountain that collapses in slow motion. Like a structure that very gradually crumbles.”24
The ‘mountain’ is a very improbable state of things. The greater the improbability of a system
the lower its entropy. “Traces of the past exist, and not traces of the future, only because
entropy was low in the past. There can be no other reason, since the only source of the
difference between past and future is the low entropy of the past.” 25 “[T]he existence of
common causes in the past is nothing but a manifestation of low entropy in the past. In a state
of thermal equilibrium, or in a purely mechanical system, there isn’t a direction to time
identified by causality.”26 “[M]emory, causes and effects, flow, the determined nature of the
past and the indeterminacy of the future are nothing but names that we give to the
consequences of a statistical fact: the improbability of a past state of the universe.”27
As for us, “We humans are an effect of this great history of the increase of entropy.”28
“Our present swarms with traces of our past. We are histories of ourselves,
narratives. . . . It is memory that solders together the processes, scattered
across time, of which we are made. In this sense we exist in time.” “This being
between past and future events is central to our mental structure. This, for us, is
the ‘flow’ of time.” “We are stories . . . oriented toward predicting events in the
future, toward the direction of increasing entropy. . . . This space—memory—
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combined with our continuous process of anticipation, is the source of our
sensing time as time, and ourselves as ourselves.”29
His emphasis on human being as an effect of increasing entropy skews Rovelli’s characterization
of us toward that of apperceivers of “time as time, and ourselves as ourselves.” “Perhaps the
emotion of time is precisely what time is for us.”30
Yet we are time, il tempo siamo noi, fundamentally because we increase entropy by a unique
pathway. We are time because we ex-sist: so constituted as to make sense of whatever we
encounter and work it into world, Dasein’s world. Dasein’s characteristic niche-making forms
a colossal heat engine; in its engagement with nature the peculiar process of ‘projection,’
‘taking-as,’ entwurfen etwas auf/als etwas, which we essentially are, produces entropy. Ereignis
then designates the biosphere’s discontinuous transition (Einbruch) to this new kinetic regime
of self-structured disordering. As Rovelli writes,
“It only takes the experience of spending time with a friend who has suffered a
serious schizophrenic episode, a few weeks with her struggling to communicate,
to realize that delirium [delirio] is a vast theatrical equipment with the capacity
to stage the world, and that it is difficult to find arguments to distinguish it from
those great collective deliriums of ours [grandi deliri collettivi] that are the
foundations of our social and spiritual life, and of our understanding of the
world.”31
These collective deliriums, Rovelli adds, have worked reasonably well in getting us this far. We
should also note that these powerful collective deliriums – the “human prejudice” as
Nietzsche’s animal calls them32 – do their part to hasten the universal kenosis. Presumably
delirium – the ‘storm of being’ – will persist until Dasein succeeds in destroying the conditions
of its viability. Thereby Dasein contributes in its one-of-a-kind way toward that ever more
probable state of the universe when “it shall have been as if nothing had happened.”33
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