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Book Review: 
 

Heidegger and Hippo Walk Through Those Pearly Gates 
 
 
 

  Agomoni Chakraborty 
 
 

Heidegger and a Hippo Walk Through Those Pearly Gates by Thomas Cathcart and Daniel 

Klein is a whimsical journey through the realms of philosophy, tackling profound existential 

questions with humor and intellectual charm. In this unique exploration, the authors navigate the 

afterlife, using the metaphorical backdrop of heaven to dissect complex philosophical concepts 

in an accessible and entertaining manner. While not a traditional philosophical treatise, this book 

offers a refreshing perspective and encourages readers to contemplate life's big questions with a 

smile. The book's title itself is a playful nod to Martin Heidegger, a prominent existentialist 

philosopher, and the unexpected inclusion of a hippo adds an element of surprise and absurdity, 

setting the tone for the engaging and lighthearted approach the authors take. Cathcart and Klein, 

known for their previous work in simplifying philosophy for the general reader, succeed once 

again in making profound ideas palatable without sacrificing depth. The narrative unfolds as a 

conversation between Heidegger and the hippo, weaving together philosophical dialogues with 

witty banter. This unconventional structure not only keeps the reader entertained but also serves 

as a clever device to break down complex philosophical concepts into more digestible fragments. 

The authors adeptly balance humor with intellectual rigor, creating a book that appeals to both 

seasoned philosophers and those new to the subject. One of the book's strengths lies in its ability 

to distill profound ideas into easily understandable anecdotes. For example, the authors use 

jokes, puns, and humorous scenarios to illustrate existential concepts, making them more 

relatable and less intimidating. This approach demystifies philosophy, inviting readers to engage 
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with the material in a way that feels less like a lecture and more like a conversation with witty 

companions. As the journey through the afterlife unfolds, the authors touch upon various 

philosophical themes, including the meaning of life, the nature of existence, and the human 

condition. Each chapter delves into a specific topic, drawing on a diverse range of philosophical 

traditions. From existentialism to ethics, the book provides a panoramic view of philosophical 

thought while maintaining a conversational and approachable tone. The brilliance of "Heidegger 

and a Hippo Walk Through Those Pearly Gates" lies in its ability to convey deep philosophical 

insights without becoming overly didactic. The authors encourage readers to ponder life's big 

questions by presenting them in a humorous context, fostering a sense of curiosity and 

engagement. This approach is particularly effective for readers who may be intimidated by 

traditional philosophy texts, as it invites them to explore profound ideas without feeling 

overwhelmed. While the book succeeds in its mission to make philosophy enjoyable and 

accessible, some readers may find the humor to be an acquired taste. The irreverent style may not 

resonate with those seeking a strictly serious exploration of philosophical concepts. However, for 

those willing to embrace the unconventional approach, the humor adds a layer of accessibility 

and enjoyment to the subject matter. One aspect of criticism revolves around the book's use of 

humor, with some arguing that the comedic elements may trivialize the seriousness of the 

philosophical content. For instance, when discussing existentialism, the authors state, 

"Existentialism is a philosophy that asks the question, 'What is the meaning of life?' and then 

adds, 'Whatever'." Critics argue that such quips oversimplify existentialism, a school of thought 

with nuanced and profound explorations of human existence. Furthermore, the inclusion of a 

hippo as a central character has been viewed by some as a gimmick that detracts from the 

seriousness of the philosophical exploration. A critic notes, "While the authors aim for 
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accessibility, the choice of a hippo as a philosophical interlocutor may be perceived as more of a 

distraction than a helpful metaphor." This critique suggests that the playful nature of the 

narrative could potentially undermine the intellectual weight of the subject matter. The book's 

structure, presented as a dialogue between Heidegger and the hippo, has also faced criticism. 

Critics argue that the format may lead to a lack of depth in the exploration of certain 

philosophical ideas. For instance, when discussing phenomenology, the authors state, 

"Phenomenology is the study of phenomena. The key to it is looking at the world with fresh 

eyes." Detractors argue that such simplifications might leave readers with a superficial 

understanding of complex philosophical methodologies. Moreover, the book's attempts to cover 

a broad range of philosophical topics in a light-hearted manner have been criticized for 

sacrificing depth in favor of entertainment. A critic remarks, "While the book touches on various 

philosophical traditions, the brevity of each exploration may leave readers wanting more 

substantive discussions on these profound topics." This critique suggests that the book's format 

may not satisfy readers seeking in-depth philosophical analysis. In conclusion, "Heidegger and a 

Hippo Walk Through Those Pearly Gates" is a refreshing and entertaining take on philosophy. 

Cathcart and Klein's ability to blend humor with intellectual depth makes this book a standout in 

the genre. Whether you're a seasoned philosopher or someone curious about life's big questions, 

this book invites you to join Heidegger and a hippo on a journey through the afterlife, providing 

laughs and insights in equal measure. It's a compelling read that proves philosophy doesn't have 

to be daunting; it can be as enjoyable as a stroll through pearly gates with unexpected 

companions. 


