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Aristote”)

Fr. Marie-Dominique Philippe, O.P.

When one has walked alongside a master for more than 40 years (46 years to be exact),
although one continues to consider him as a master, one considers him also as a friend. A
philosophical friendship gradually awakens between master and disciple, a friendship that is
undoubtedly one of the most beautiful and profound forms of friendship, even should this philosopher
have lived at a period and in a milieu very different from our own. This is all the more true when the
philosopher in question had a great sense of friendship and had treated of the subject with such depth
and intelligence! Indeed, Aristotle is most certainly amongst those philosophers to have spoken about
friendship with most intelligence and depth; to have best grasped how it can give a profound meaning
to human life: the friend being the good of his friend, another self who permits the friend to discover
and surpass himself.
At the same time, Aristotle unhesitatingly proclaimed that he considered the search for truth
still more fundamental. At the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, as he undertakes to examine
what the good is, he remarks that such a research “is rendered difficult by the fact that the doctrine of
Forms has been introduced by friends of ours”; and he adds: “Yet it is better, and even necessary
when it is the truth that must be maintained, to sacrifice even that which touches us most closely,
especially as we are philosophers (friends of wisdom): it is between two friends that we must choose,
and of these two friends, it is a sacred duty to prefer the truth” 1. This well known declaration is very
telling, revealing the heart and spirit of Aristotle who, though he surely loved the one who had been
his master for twenty years, loved the truth yet more. His master had known this love for truth, had
lived it first and had transmitted it to him. In loving the truth more than Plato, Aristotle remained
faithful to his master. Indeed, a master’s greatest joy, should he be a philosopher, is to see his
disciples surpass him and advance still further in the search for truth.
In speaking to you of the way in which Aristotle considered philosophy to be theology and
wisdom, I will not embark upon a discussion of well known texts. Rather, I will take the liberty of
speaking of Aristotle as would a friend searching for the truth alongside him, and seeing that this
search had been that of his entire life, as one searching for it in his footsteps.
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Nicomachean Ethics, I, 4, 1096 a 14-16.
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1. Wisdom and First Philosophy
We could consider the evolution of Aristotle’s thought in the manner of Jaeger, distinguishing
a first Aristotle who would have been a disciple of Plato, from a second Aristotle, thinking
independently of his master1. In a certain way, however, Aristotle remained bound to Plato. Indeed,
because of his love for him, Aristotle remained Plato’s disciple in the broad sense, despite having
understood early on that his vocation as a philosopher searching for the truth above all else left him
free from the opinions of other thinkers.
Now if we are seeking to grasp Aristotle’s deep intention in turn, we can discover it in Book
Α of the Metaphysics: the search for wisdom. There Aristotle specifies that this wisdom2 considers
the sovereign good. The sovereign good can be considered in two ways, however: either as that good
which we are capable of attaining and which is our happiness; or rather, in itself. Should we look at it
1

(This note is translated, including the citations from Jaeger, exclusively from the footnote of the author)
Indeed, for Jaeger, “Aristotle rigorously continued in the line given by Plato in that he retained the suprasensible
world as the object of first philosophy”, as is stated in the treatise On Philosophy, “and limited himself to
replacing the transcendental Forms by the First Mover who, being immobile, eternal and transcendent,
possessed those properties which, according to Plato, being ought to have. This metaphysics, Aristotle’s first,
was exclusively a science of immobile and transcendent being, that is to say, a theology; it was not a science of
being as such.” (Aristotle, Fundamentals of the History of his Development, p.219; we cite this work of Jaeger
from the English translation of R. Robinson [ with corrections and additions by the author], 2nd edition, Oxford
University Press, 1967.) According to Jaeger, this was Aristotle’s thought at the time when he wrote Book Λ of
the Metaphysics: “We can say that Book Λ represents that phase which we have discovered as coming before
the traditional metaphysics, a purely Platonic phase that did not yet recognize that doctrine whereby the sensible
substance forms an integral part of first philosophy” (op.cit., p.221). “Metaphysics as understood in Book Λ
(…) is in search of a transcendental entity such as the Form of Plato, which would combine the absolute reality
(ουσία) with the absolute value (αγαθόν). According to Book Λ, values and realities are two separate ascending
series which converge at their summit. They meet at the point where the supreme value (άριστον) coincides
with the purest reality (ούσία). This is the Platonic notion of the most perfect being (ens perfectissimum), which
is already presented, as we have seen, in the proof of the existence of God in the dialogue On Philosophy”
(op.cit , p.222).
2
Metaphysics, Α, 2, 982 a 4 sq.: “Since we are seeking this science, we must inquire of what kind are the causes
and principles, the science of which is wisdom. If we were to consider the immediate grasp (υπόληψεις) we
have of the wise man this might perhaps make the answer more evident. We suppose first that the wise man has
the scientific knowledge of all things, as far as possible, although he has not the science of each of them
individually; secondly, that he who can know difficult things that are not easy for man to know is wise (the fact
of sensing is common to all, and therefore easy and no mark of wisdom); again, he who knows the causes with
greater exactitude and is more capable of teaching them is wiser in every science. And of the sciences, that
which is desirable on its own account and for the sake of knowing it is more wisdom than that which is desirable
on account of its results; and the science which has the most authority (άρχικωθέραν) than the one which is
subordinate. The wise man must not be ordered but must order, and it is not for him to submit to another, but
the less wise must submit to him. Such are, in quality and number, the grasps (υπόλψεις) we have about
wisdom and the wise.
Now of these characteristics that of knowing all things must necessarily be present (υπάρχειν) in the
one who has the science of the universal in the highest degree, for he knows in a sense all the subordinate
objects. And these things, the most universal, are on the whole the hardest for men to know; for they are
furthest from the senses….
But the science which investigates causes is also more capable of teaching, for the people who teach
are those who tell the causes of each thing. Knowledge and the to know scientifically, pursued for their own
sake, are found most in the science of that which is most knowable; for he who chooses the to know for its own
sake will choose most readily the science which is most science, and such is the one that considers the most
knowable. And the most knowable are the firsts (τα πρωτα) and the causes, for by reason of these, and from
these, all other things are known, but these are not known by means of the things subordinate to them (δια των
υποκειµένων). And the science which has the most authority and which is superior to all subordinate sciences,
is the one which knows the end for which each thing must be done. And this end is the good in each, and
definitively, the supreme good in the whole of nature.”
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in itself we will seek to specify what it is, its τί εστι. It is in order to answer this question that
Aristotle elaborates the science of the το ον η όν1, for only such a science can tell us what the good in
itself is.

2. What is First Philosophy?
This new science of first philosophy considers what is most peculiar to that-which-is beyond
any particular determination or nature. It seeks to know that-which-is in as much as it is, by looking
only at the being of that-which- is. By this very fact, first philosophy is not a particular science, the
science of any given reality; it is rather a science which excludes nothing that is. It is such precisely
because it seeks to know that-which-is in as much as it is, and not in as much as it is any particular
reality, any given existing “being”2 3.
We know to what extent this discovery has aroused questions and doubts, both in the past and
in the present. Such a science is impossible, or so it is said, for it is in contradiction with the
distinctive demands of science, and even to science as Aristotle himself defined it. Indeed, he himself
declared that every science considers a genus of being. Being, however, is not in a genus, and so
cannot be the subject of a science…
Moreover, if such a science were to exist, it could not be identical to theology; for theology
considers a singular, first and absolute Being, whereas the science of that-which-is considers what is
most common and universal…
The difficulty is a real one from the perspective of logic. Before rejecting Aristotle’s
discovery, however, it might be important to rediscover his true position. According to him, it is not
for logic to pass judgment upon first philosophy; logic is but an organon, an instrument. Now an
instrument is relative to what it serves and does not give what it serves its signification or raison
d’être. This new science, therefore, must be understood by itself, and not by what logic can say about
it. It is afterwards, when we must specify the distinctive character and demands of this science, that
logic can prove useful.
According to Aristotle, one cannot understand what is peculiar to scientific knowledge in
terms of the conclusions of the science, but rather by the proper principles of the science which are
anterior to the science itself and presupposed by it.
This is true for the science of that-which-is in as much as it is which is specified, determined
by its proper principles, and where, as stated above, these principles are anterior to the science. The
important question, indeed the only question which enables us to know whether this science exists or
not (as an established science), is to know whether or not we can attain to the proper principles of
that-which-is (το όν) in as much as it is, whether they exist or not. It will also be in considering the
proper principles of this science that we will be able to understand how it can ascend to the
contemplation of a necessary Being, pure Act, while nevertheless having as its “proper subject” that
which is most universal: that-which-is in as much as it is.
1

See Met., Γ, 1, 1003 a 24 sq.
See Met., Ε, 1,1026 a 23-32.
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Translator’s note: “being” here translates the French “étant”, a particular existing reality/thing.
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Now it must be admitted that this question (can we attain to the proper principles of thatwhich-is in as much as it is? Do they exist?) has often been forgotten, whereas it was the first
question Aristotle had asked. The whole of Book Ζ of the Metaphysics bears upon this question of the
τί εστι of the ουσία. This same question is posed in regard to the το όν. It is perhaps here where we
see best the genius of Aristotle: he understood that the το όν and the τί εστι το όν cannot be
identified, but that the τί εστι το όν and the τί εστι ουσία could be identified without, however, the
το όν and the ουσία having to be identified. This is of the utmost importance, for in grasping this we
understand that the discovery of “the proper principle, according to the form, of that-which-is”, is
neither the first ουσία nor the second ουσία of the Categories1, and, furthermore, that this principle
cannot be identified with the το όν. Indeed, this proper principle enables us to understand that the
science of the το όν ή όν is not restricted to those realities we are capable of experiencing, but that it
can rise up to the consideration and contemplation of separated substances.
As long as we remain focused upon the το όν that we see and experience, we can say nothing
about separated substances. For this reason, the search for the τί εστι of the το όν is extremely
important.
Now it is on account of the categories that Aristotle can immediately identify the search for
the τί εστι το όν with that of the τί εστι ουσία. All of the determinations of that-which-is are ordered
towards the first and second ουσία; but neither the second nor the first ουσία tells us what the ουσία
is. And so the categories must be surpassed on two counts.
In this investigation of the τί εστι of the ουσία, Aristotle clearly shows the fundamental
separation existing between him and Plato; and that we might better understand this, he invents the
expression το τι ήν είναι in order to show that the intelligibility of that-which-is is not identical to
that-which-is.
According to Aristotle, although the question bearing upon the τί εστι of the ουσία leads to
the discovery of the proper principle of that-which-is in as much as it is, there is, nevertheless, no
discovery of a material proper principle of that-which-is in as much as it is. The question: “In what is
that-which-is?” has no meaning. True, matter is not considered as non-being, for matter is2 in a
certain way; but it cannot be a proper principle of that-which-is in as much as it is. Matter is a proper
principle of that-which-is-moved (the φυσις-matter), but it is not a proper principle of that-which-is.
That-which-is is ουσία first of all, and is therefore source of determination, source of form; thatwhich-is is not first of all matter, radical indetermination.
Likewise, there is no immediate answer to the question: “Where does that-which-is in as
much as it is come from?” There is no proper efficient cause of that-which-is in as much as it is.
There is indeed an ultimate efficient Cause of all that exists in as much as it is. This Cause, however,
is the Creator who is not a proper cause at the level of a philosophical analysis of that-which-is.
These two levels of research should not be confused.
1

(Translator’s note: the following, including the citation from Jaeger, is translated from the author’s note)
According to Jaeger, “in place of the question bearing upon the existence of the suprasensible, Book Z confronts
us in unexpected fashion with the theory of the substance in general” (op. cit., p.196). Book Z, he says, “begins
the examination of being in the fundamental sense, viz., in the sense of the categories, and especially that of the
substance (ουσία), which is the principal object of the said science” (op. cit., p.203).
2
Translator’s emphasis.
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On the other hand, in all realities that are moved we find being-in-act and being-in-potency.
What could such a distinction signify when taken in its most profound sense? What is being-in-act?
A study of Book Θ of the Metaphysics indicates that Aristotle had discovered the end of that-which-is
in as much as it is: a discovery in which the discovery of the ουσία culminates; thereby showing that
Aristotle could not bring his analysis in first philosophy to a close with the discovery of the ουσία, the
substance. His first philosophy is not an “ousiology”, but rather a philosophy of that-which-is in as
much as it is that implies the discovery of the end of that-which-is in as much as it is: ενέργεια, the
being-in-act. Being-in-act is distinct from being-in-potency and is anterior to it; being-in-potency is
relative to and entirely ordered towards being-in-act save in the case of individual realities that are
moved. In such realities it is rather being-in-potency that is anterior to being-in-act. It is in this novel
way that Aristotle justifies the intelligibility peculiar to sensible, physical realities; and that, while
thus establishing a philosophy of nature with its own field of research, he enables us to understand
that should the distinction between nature-form and nature-matter be fundamental in this philosophy
of nature, it is nevertheless completely surpassed in first philosophy. Being-in-potency is never first
from the viewpoint of that-which-is considered as being (it is first only in realities which are moved).
This priority of being-in-act over being-in-potency enables the philosopher to show that his
first philosophy cannot restrict itself to the realities of our physical universe which are all subject to
experience; nor even to man who remains substantially linked to matter by his body.
Lastly, in Book I of the Metaphysics, we see how the ‘one’ is related to that-which-is by the
substance and the being-in-act, whereas the multiple follows upon being-in-potency and accidental
being. The one is “acolyte” of that-which-is in as much as it is1. Here, too, Aristotle differs from his
master for whom the one is beyond all intelligible being, identical to the Good-in-itself, and beyond
the ουσία. Book I draws to a close in considering the opposition between the corruptible and the
incorruptible, and in showing how the corruptible and incorruptible affect substances while not being
the substances. Being as such is beyond this opposition, and hence we can understand how a science
of that-which-is in as much as it is can consider both corruptible and incorruptible beings.

3. First Philosophy and Theology
From here we can move on to assert that since first philosophy is capable of attaining to the
proper principles of that-which-is considered as being (the ουσία and the being-in-act); and since it
can scientifically specify that the one is “acolyte” of that-which-is in as much as it is, and that the
incorruptible qualifies simple substances (while the multiple and corruptible come from that which is
in potency); it thereby follows that first philosophy must come to its fulfillment in a consideration of
the necessary Being, the separate and incorruptible Substance, the pure Act whose life is one of selfcontemplation. This separated substance is God. First philosophy is transformed into theology with
Book Λ of the Metaphysics, where it is no longer that-which-is in as much as it is that is considered,
but the first Substance.
If first philosophy culminates in a theological gaze, it is thanks to the discovery of the proper
principles of that-which-is in as much as it is. Were it but a description of that-which-is in as much as
it is, first philosophy would be unable to attain to such a gaze for it would be unable to grasp anything
1

Cf. Met., Γ,2, 1003 b 22-24.
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analogically common to realities we experience and the First Being. By the discovery of the ουσία
and the being-in-act, however, it can attain to what is beyond the physical, visible world. Certainly,
Aristotle is not searching primarily to demonstrate the existence of a First Being, of God1. He
receives and accepts this existence as a truth coming from religious tradition. He seeks rather to
consider what this God is, this first and separated Substance, pure Act. In this, he does the work of a
theologian. Aristotle will then specify that this pure Act is the supreme Good who calls for our
contemplation. At the end of the Ethics he will attempt to state what this contemplation is.
And so we see that for Aristotle the search for wisdom demands first philosophy and that first
philosophy comes to fulfillment in theology. This theology gives wisdom its true signification, as it
does to human life as well: human life is fulfilled in a contemplation that is no longer human but
divine. Thus, by the elaboration of this new science, the science of that-which-is in as much as it is,
the philosopher shows that man does not attain fulfillment in man. Φιλία, however great it may be, is
not what is ultimate in man. Man can flourish fully and find perfect happiness only when
contemplating the First Being to the extent that it is possible for him.

4. Is this link organic or one stemming from a cultural milieu?
We have seen that according to Aristotle philosophy demands to be wisdom, that it thereby
calls for a first philosophy, and that this first philosophy comes to fulfillment in theology. It may be
objected that if this is true for Aristotle, it is because the religious context calls for it; and that by this
religious context he is able to immediately affirm the existence of God. Furthermore, it may be
objected that it is by religious tradition that he is able to conceive of a first philosophy which
culminates in theology and calls for contemplation. Things have changed, however, such that today a
philosophy must be elaborated within a context that is no longer religious or Christian, but within one
that is scientific, even positivist, rejecting the distinction between the το όν and the τί εστι το όν, and
rejecting the search for proper principles. In such a context we can no longer affirm that philosophy
must culminate in a first philosophy which, in its turn, must culminate in theology: philosophy must
be the conscience of its time.
This classic objection is well known. But the question arises as to whether the philosopher
ought to be one who follows, who reflects the climate in which he elaborates his philosophy; or
whether he ought not be sufficiently independent to speak out to all concerning man, to speak out on
what man is and what he should be, on where his happiness lies, and on what his finality as an
intelligent being might be. Is the philosopher a friend of wisdom, or rather one who justifies what the
men of his time think and say? It would be fitting to recall here how Péguy defined the
philosopher….
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The text of Met., E, 1, 1026 a 11-23 clearly shows that the existence of something eternal and immobile
demands that we posit a science that is neither physics nor mathematics. Positing the necessity of a first
philosophy, a theology, follows from the existence of the First Being. Nevertheless, in the Metaphysics there is
a first elaboration of the necessity of positing the existence of the First Being beyond all movement. See
especially Γ, 8, 1012 b 26 sq. This necessity had already been exposed in the well known Books VII and VIII of
the Physics. Jaeger, who places Phys., VIII and Met., Λ, 8 in the third and final part of the evolution of
Aristotle’s thought, holds that at this period Aristotle had called into question the uniqueness of God. The
argument proving the uniqueness of heaven found in Λ, 8, 1074 a 31 sq. is “out of context”: it would have been
a later self-critique by Aristotle which his editors would have inserted in the text. (see W. Jaeger, op. cit., p.
353).
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There is an option, a choice to be made. Are we to hold to what Aristotle stated in the
opening sentence of the Metaphysics: “All men have, by nature, the desire to know”, and, ultimately,
to know the true; or rather, are we to maintain that the intelligence is incapable of attaining truth; and,
therefore, that there is no natural appetite in man ordered towards the true?
Let us continue to answer the objection. In the elaboration of his first philosophy, Aristotle is
free with regard to the influence of religious tradition. It was not religious tradition that lead him to
the discovery of the necessity of the science of the το όν ή όν, nor religious tradition that lead him to
the discovery of what the ουσία and being-in-act are. According to Aristotle, philosophy is not
essentially a part of culture. Of course it uses culture and is rooted in it, but it surpasses it and is not
essentially dependent upon it. For this reason, although it was born within a particular culture, the
philosophy of Aristotle is not bound to this culture. It claims, rather, to develop that which is most
radical in the natural appetite of the intelligence searching for the truth. Hence, it remains as true and
as important as ever for those who want to grasp what man’s true happiness is, who want to show
what the spirit in man is, and how this spirit must seek the truth. It goes without saying that such a
philosophy will express itself and be expressed in different ways, according to the differing cultures in
which men live. Now should a culture prove unfavorable to the development of such a philosophy (as
is indeed the case with ours), there ought to awaken within us an ever greater desire to search for the
truth, and an ever greater strength of resistance to all that opposes this search. Indeed, the philosopher
must be aware of the fact that should a philosophy like the one whose characteristics we have just
recalled no longer be lived and transmitted, man is left wanting. Most men are not and cannot be
aware of such a lack. They are “innocent”. The philosopher, however, must perceive it (and so
cannot remain innocent should he forget this lack), for his particular role is to remind men that they
are primarily spirit, a spirit bound to a body; and that they are thereby made to contemplate, even
though this contemplation is difficult to acquire and not capable of being lived outside of a real and
ever current conquest.
The philosopher must therefore seek by all possible means to keep this first philosophy alive;
for beyond religious tradition and culture, and in surpassing anthropology, it not only shows how man
must surpass himself in order to be truly man; it also naturally leads him to the discovery of a
necessary First Being, who is the sovereign Good, and who religious traditions name God. First
philosophy also shows man that he must seek to adore and contemplate this God, for it shows him that
he is naturally capable of discovering God, and of discovering God as his Creator to whom he must
bind himself in adoration. As long as he has not yet made this discovery, man remains astray, in
expectation, knowing perfectly neither where he is going, nor who he is. Thus it is most important for
us to discover today, beyond our scientific culture, a true first philosophy permitting the spirit of man
to breathe freely and to discover gradually its true finality.
Although first philosophy is beyond culture, demanding of the human spirit that it discover
itself as spirit; this does not mean that it is indifferent to human culture; rather, it uses culture as a
disposition and springboard by which to go beyond culture, and also as a means to express itself and
to express what it is. In this way, philosophies emerging from very different cultures (from a culture
rooted in religious tradition or from a scientific and technical culture) will necessarily express
themselves in different ways. There is an interesting question here, but at present we can only evoke
it.
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5. How must a first philosophy be elaborated in today’s context?
The principal concern of a man such as Aristotle is to point out the demands of the λόγος in a
culture rooted in religious traditions trapped in myth, viz., to point out the demands associated with
the discovery of the proper principles of corruptible and incorruptible realities. In this way he
discovers prime matter, the radical principle of the cosmos (radical source of all corruptibility); the
human νους; and the separated Substance, the ultimate Reality, pure Act, the necessary and eternal
Being beyond all corruptibility. Thus, the myths of matter and the elements, the myth of
reminiscence, and most notably the myths of the birth of love and the birth of the universe are all
surpassed. We must admit, nevertheless, that this achievement is not perfect: the myths of the
“quintessence”, of eternal circular movement, and of the immobility of the earth remain in his natural
philosophy; as does the myth of the natural diversity between freed man and slave in his political
philosophy. It is only in ethics and in first philosophy that the Aristotelian λόγος fully triumphs over
myth and especially over the myth of the birth of love (thanks to his penetrating analysis of φιλία)
and over the myth of the ουσία (thanks to his penetrating analysis of the το τι ήν είναι).
The principal concern of a philosopher elaborating a first philosophy today ought to be to
point out, in the positivist scientific culture that is ours, the demands of the human intelligence unable
to remain satisfied with scientific knowledge. Given its natural appetite for truth, the human
intelligence must rediscover what is first and most radical in the life of thought, beyond scientific
knowledge, however respectable this may be. Heidegger and Maritain had a strong sense of this and
expressed it in affirming the need “to think being”, or in affirming the demands of the “intuition of
being”. We should speak, rather, of the need to rediscover, with the greatest possible limpidity and
depth, the judgment of existence, “this is”, of rediscovering this direct and immediate contact between
our intelligence and that-which-is in as much as it is. This demands a critical reflection which must
be rendered explicit and stated clearly.
Confronted with a scientific and positivist culture and with various atheistic ideologies, the
contemporary philosopher must also attempt to show how this research into that-which-is in as much
as it is necessarily ends in the question: “Does a necessary Being exist?” He must also show how a
philosophical intelligence is capable of making such a discovery.
This will demand not only the rediscovery of the finality of the human intelligence, but also
the rediscovery of the finality of man as such. This research into that-which-is in as much as it is is
entirely for the sake of man. Indeed, this is what differentiates realistic philosophy from ideology.
What is more, it shows to what extent first philosophy and ethics are linked to one another, while
nevertheless remaining distinct.
Today the philosopher must rediscover where a true human finality lies: is man capable of
happiness? He can no longer be primarily interested in discovering the intelligibility and peculiar
perfection of the cosmos; but, as a response to what psychologists are saying, he must show how the
whole of first philosophy culminates in the discovery of the person of man. It is this person who must
be saved. For this, philosophers must point out the capacity the person has for surpassing self, and
shed light upon the human spirit and its freedom by showing that there is something in man beyond
our physical and biological world: the origin of the spiritual soul and its ultimate finality. Man is not
entirely satisfied with being in this world: he is made for something else, something he does not
know perfectly.
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The principal concern of one philosophizing in the present context must be to consider man in
the situation in which he finds himself today: a tragic situation, a “limit situation” as Jaspers put it.
Although philosophy is not capable of saving man, it can render him lucid. In considering man in all
his dimensions, it must show him that, let us repeat ourselves, he can only be fully himself when
going beyond himself. Here is the crucial point where the philosopher must acknowledge the
necessity of a first philosophy (the philosophy of that-which-is in as much as it is) which is not only
alone in being able to discover the dimensions of the human person, his radical autonomy in the order
of being, his capacity to love and to search for truth; but which also culminates in a theology in which
man is discovered as a spiritual creature capable of adoring and contemplating the one religious
traditions call God. Thus, man discovers himself in his ultimate dimension: he is a religious being.
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