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Abstract

As it is well known, Aristotle in his Mezaphysics seeks a science subsumed under
different rubrics of “prime philosophy”, “wisdom”, “the study of being qua being”,
and “theology”. The relation between these different titles of Metaphysics has been
formulated by Paul Natorp as an insoluble paradox: the subject matter of prime
philosophy cannot be both being qua being (being in general) and divine being (the
supreme being) at the same time. Since Natorp, there has always been a controversy
on this paradox as well as the problem of integrity of different books of Metaphysics.
The purpose of this paper, therefore, is twofold. Firstly, we shall scrutinize the neo-
Kantian foundation of Natorp’s interpretation of Aristotle; secondly, we shall present
Octave Hamelin’s exegesis of Aristotle’s theory of being as an interpretation on the
basis of which two seemingly contradictory aspects of Aristotle’s metaphysics can be
reconciled, and thereby one can find an appropriate solution to this paradox. In fact,
we intend to disclose the underlying assumptions lie at the bottom of Natorp’s
understanding of Aristotle, and we shall indicate that Hamelin’s ontological
interpretation of Metaphysics is so fertile that provides us with an appropriate

measure to avoid confronting such contradictions.
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1- Introduction

In his Metaphysics (Aristotle, 1962), Aristotle speaks of a science superior and prior to
all others, called “first philosophy” (rpew phocoypia). What is the true subject of this
first philosophy? He himself offers different, seemingly conflicting, answers. Two of
them—Dbeing qua being (ov 1 ov) and divine being—are particularly controversial and
much has been said about them, because the nature of metaphysics itself changes
essentially, depending on which answer is considered to be true. Metaphysics,
accordingly, swings between these two poles: ontology, as the study of the most
general concept of being, and theology, as the systematic study of the nature of the
divine. The latter is metaphysics as it was known by ancient Greek followers of
Aristotle, the former is metaphysics as it was presented by Christian thinkers in the
medieval ages. In fact, the medieval philosophers and commentators could not
consider the primary philosophy identical to the science of the supreme being, namely
God, due to their doctrine of Christianity.

2- Natorp’s interpretation of subject of metaphysics

Paul Natorp, in the late 19" century, through his novel interpretation of Aristotle,
drew the attention of his contemporary scholars to an insoluble paradox in Mezaphysics.
From a neo-Kantian perspective, he identifies "being qua being" with the
“transcendental object” or “object in general” (Gegenstand der Erkenntnis iiberbaupt) as a
principle of cognition. Transcendental object is a highly controversial concept in
Kant’s Kritik der reinen VVernunft, particularly because of its ambiguous relation to
another canonical concept of critical philosophy, namely the concept of “thing in
itself”. Kant’s words are vague and ambiguous, and different interpreters, according
to their interpretative perspective, suggest different exegeses. What is significant here
is to emphasize on its pivotal contribution to Kant’s transcendental idealism.
Transcendental object, as a counterpoint to the empirical object, and a conceptual
correlative of the transcendental apperception, or more accurately, the transcendental
unity of apperception (transzendentale Einbeit der Apperzeption), is a transcendental
principle of cognition that ensures the objective unity of experience, and constitutes
the objectivity of empirical object in general. Accordingly, “being qua being”, thus
identified with the object in general, denotes nothing less than the most general and
abstract concept of being, and cannot coincide with any special and partial region of
being, including the divine itself. Does Aristotle contradict himself? To avoid this
paradox, Natorp casts doubt on the authenticity of those books of Metaphysics (like
Book E and Book K) that identify first philosophy with theology. He presents
Aristotle as a pure ontologist via a detheologization of Mezaphysics, namely by depriving
it of all theological contents.

3- Hamelin’s interpretation of subject of metaphysics

It is possible to avoid this paradox, without doing violence to the text, by interpreting
the subject of metaphysics in a different way. This is the question: how is it possible
for the subject of first philosophy to be both universal and partial at the same time?
This question requires us to undertake an investigation into the nature of universal
concept itself and the way in which Aristotle himself apprehends and uses the term.
If we conceive of universal concept simply as generic, regarding its universality merely
as a consequence of its genericness, then it could never be partial and particular, thus
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the paradox would arise inevitably. But it is not the only way in which Aristotle uses
the term “universal”. Octave Hamelin, the French philosopher, in his classic
interpretation of Aristotle (Le systéme d' Aristote, 1920), throws new light on the nature
of universal concept, in such a way that it may well be possible to reconcile its
universality with partiality or particularity. He suggests that Aristotle attributes
universality to analogical concepts as well. Aristotle indeed explicates that the subject
of first philosophy must be universal; its universality, as Hamelin suggests, may arise
from its being analogical, however. By ascribing analogical universality, instead of
generic universality, to the subject of Metaphysics, Hamelin succeeds to resolve
Natorp’s paradox; being qua being can be (analogical) universal, yet be particular, or
even individual (the divine itself), at the same time.

Hamelin then proceeds to articulate the concept of "being qua being" as the subject
of first philosophy in great detail. He wants to show that it denotes an individual, pure
separate and non-material entity (according to Book K). In order to elaborate the
nature of "being qua being", he carefully scrutinizes Aristotle’s ontology to find the
most fundamental and principal particularities of a real being as such. Though the
individual substance, as substantia prima, is pivotal in Aristotle’s theory of real being, if
it is associated only with bodily substance as an object of sensation, then the false
consequence follows; it eventuates in a pure materialism and naive empiricism, that is
hardly ascribable to Aristotle’s system of thought, neither his ontology, nor his
epistemology. Individual substance is to be considered as a synthetic whole, instead,
concretized by the synthesis (cuvoAwv) of form and matter, and the determination that
the form imposes on matter. The most fundamental element in an individual
substance, therefore, is its form, not its matter.

4- Conclusion

According to Hamelin, what constitutes the subject of first philosophy is a self-
sufficient individual, as Book K affirms. It enjoys, however, an analogical universality
in that it is first, and all other beings model after it, as the origin and principle of
analogy. Hamelin suggests that if "being qua being" is conceived as denoting a pure
form, according to its function as the principle of analogy, then it denotes also
something logically, yet really separated from all other entities. First philosophy, in
consequence, is not but theology.
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(Aristotle, 1984: B1,9952a 24-27) 1.c5 .08 o (3 y20 coSo b Lo je (aporiae) slocs)loss )b 1,

(Owens, 1978: 267, n.30) ;| J& 4 .ditan aiwd cpl alos 51 559 aoygib ¢ i T

5 “La théotie de la substance comme substance ou de I'étre en tant qu'étre est une science a

patt, la science supréme, celle qu'Aristote appelle la philosophie premiére et qu'on a appelée
apres lui la métaphysique.”
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(Ibid, M4, 1079219 — b3), (Aristotle, 1984: A9,990b27-991a8) ,3 a5ge sl *

(Ibid: Cat2, 1b8-9 ) .y pn

Atistotle, ) 1 ygo coglgl (Atistotle, 1984: 210, 103522) 1S )] sdimd oS5 polie jl bxa < jg0 1led (sl

(Aristotle, 1984: 717, 1041b11-104222) : 5 39 yogs 455 43 g Coygo 39 e (19841 23, 102925

11 <L 'étre en tant qu'étre, étant premier, devient un type, il est imité par d'autres étres. Chacun

d'eux se regle sur lui. Mais il est a part d'eux tous, et cela réellement, non logiquement.”

sl S yoial o g [odle 1] Gylae pb 4 350 0 (SDgg0 4 Jol il » T
13 “I'objet de la philosophie premiere est un individu. Or cet individu, comme Aristote le
répete sans cesse avec des expressions diverses, est une pure forme. 11 est une pure forme,
patrce que sa fonction est d'expliquer les autres étres et que la véritable explication consiste a
invoquer la fin et, en derniére analyse, la forme. La forme explique tout le reste et se suffit a
elle-méme.”
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