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Thus, the whole of philosophy is like a tree. The roots are
metaphysics, the trunk is physics, and the branches emerg-
ing from the trunk are all the other sciences.

René Descartes

Therefore, our regeneration depends upon what one might

call an “overphilosophy,” which, knowing things com-

pletely and profoundly, brings us closer to nature.
Giacomo Leopardi



Translator’s Note

Italian has more options for expressing “being” than
English: essere, ente, esistente. This multiplicity is ampli-
fied by the Greek and German equivalents, especially in
the tradition of Heidegger translations, which expand
the English-language option with “Being,” “beings,”
“the being,” and even “beying.” Readers who are inter-
ested in this intriguing topic (a Borgesian hall of mirrors
or labyrinth or rabbit hole, depending on your aes-
thetic) are invited to read Umberto Eco’s chapter “On
Being” in Kant and the Platypus: Essays on Language
and Cognition (trans. Alastair McEwen, San Diego,
Harcourt, 1997, pp. 9—56). Initially I considered retain-
ing the distinctiveness of Iente in quanto ente, I’essere
in quanto essere, and esistente in quanto esistente, for
example, by using respectively “the being insofar as it
is a being,” “being as being,” and “the existent consid-
ered as existent.” In private correspondence, however,
Agamben stated that the Italian distinctions he makes
in this book between essere, ente, and esistente are not
pertinent. Therefore, on the basis of the majority of
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English translations of the texts cited, I have chosen to
use the phrase “being qua being” to translate all these
locutions, unless the distinction seems significant in a
particular context. In the Heidegger quotations, for
example, I retain “Being” with a capital B, since to use
the lowercase “being” would annul the ontological dif-
ference signaled by “Being” versus “beings” and create
confusion for readers who are familiar with this usage.

I took a similarly ecumenical approach to translating
the citations from ancient Greek and Latin, the majority
of which are translated into Italian by Agamben himself.
The notes and the bibliography list the foreign-language
sources cited in the original Italian text and provide
English editions, when available. For Aristotle, I based
my terminology primarily on the revised Oxford trans-
lation of The Complete Works of Aristotle, edited by
Jonathan Barnes in the Bollingen Series (Princeton, NJ,
Princeton University Press, 1984, Bollingen Series 71,
Part 2). Nevertheless, my English translations of all cited
passages are based on the author’s Italian renditions,
supplemented and modified according to the corre-
sponding English editions, when available. It should be
noted, then, that even when English editions are cited,
priority is always given to preserving the intention and
lexical consistency of the original Italian version.

This translation benefited greatly from the vital edit-
ing and research work of Manuela Tecusan, who also
corrected and completed the quotations from ancient
Greek and Latin sources. My thanks also go to Kevin
Attell, who reviewed the first draft and offered insightful
comments.

Zakiya Hanafi
Seattle, 2023
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Second Philosophy

1. This study investigates what the western philo-
sophical tradition has intended by the expression “first
philosophy,” which this same tradition, or at least a
large part of it, has also called by the name of “meta-
physics.” My interest here is not so much to set out a
theoretical definition as to understand the strategic role
this concept has played in the history of philosophy. My
hypothesis is that the possibility or impossibility of a
first philosophy (or metaphysics) determines the fate of
every practical philosophy — in the sense, for example,
that the impossibility of a first philosophy since Kant
is said to define the status of modern thought! and,
conversely, that the possibility of a metaphysics is said
to define the status of classical philosophy up to Kant.
Even if what “first philosophy” designates turns out to
have no object in the end and the primordiality it claims
proves to be entirely baseless, this would not make its
function any less crucial: because at stake is nothing
less than the definition — in the strict sense of setting
boundaries — of philosophy in relation to other forms of
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knowledge and vice versa. In this sense, first philosophy
is in truth a second or last philosophy, which presup-
poses and accompanies the knowledge that belongs to
other disciplines, particularly the physical and mathe-
matical sciences. At issue in first philosophy, then — such
is my further hypothesis — is the relationship of domi-
nation or subservience, and possibly conflict, between
philosophy and science in western culture.

As for the term “metaphysics,” Luc Brisson has shown that,
although historians of philosophy use it as if it named a field
already established at the beginning of western philosophy, in
no way does the word appear in classical Greek. Starting from
Nicholas of Damascus (first half of the first century cE), the
expression ta meta ta phusika begins to appear, but only to
designate Aristotle’s treatises. Paul Moraux has demonstrated,
however, that the traditionally held meaning of “writings that
follow those on physics” is inaccurate: on the list of works by
Aristotle that he reconstructs, physics is followed instead by
mathematics. Starting with Aristotle’s ancient commentators,
then, the title ta meta ta phusika also defines the particular dig-
nity of the science (first philosophy) that deals with forms that
exist separately from matter (“But as much of [this science] as is
concerned with forms entirely separated from matter, and with
the pure activity of the actual intellect, this they [the Peripatetics]
call ‘theological’ and ‘first philosophy’ and ‘metaphysics’, as
referring to what is found beyond physical realities”?) and
comes after physics in the order of knowledge (“The science
sought and presented here is wisdom or theology, to which he
[Aristotle] also gives the title ta meta ta phusika, because, from
our point of view, it comes in order after physics”3). In any case,
the syntagm is certainly not Aristotle’s. In two passages (O#n the
Heavens, 277bto and Movement of Animals 700b7) he seems
to use instead the title ta peri tes protes philosophias (“about
first philosophy” or “about first principles”), presumably in
reference to the theological treatise of Book A (Lambda = 12).
The term “metaphysics,” which we use to refer to a work by
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Aristotle as well as to the illustrious form of philosophy, derives
from the medieval Latin traditions of Aristotle’s treatise and is
therefore relatively late. From scholasticism on, “metaphysics”
tends to overlap with the syntagm “first philosophy,” and it
is significant that, in a letter written to Mersenne in December
1640, Descartes refers to his Meditations on First Philosophy as
“my Metaphysics.”

2. Because “first philosophy” (prote philosophia)
appears in Aristotle seven times,* an examination of the
relevant passages is a necessary premise to any interpre-
tation of the concept.

It has been noted that, at the points where first
philosophy appears in the Metaphysics, the demarcat-
ing function it performs vis-a-vis the other theoretical
sciences — the physical sciences and mathematics — is
particularly evident.’ In Book E (Epsilon = 6), Aristotle
begins by distinguishing, among the theoretical sci-
ences, physics and mathematics, which together “mark
off” (perigrapsamenai) “a certain being and a certain
genus” (on ti kai genos ti) and do not deal “with being
simply or with being qua being or with the what-
it-is” (peri ontos haplos oude hei on oude tou ti estin)
(ro25bg-10). “That physics is a theoretical [theorétike]
[science],” he continues, “is plain from these consid-
erations. Mathematics is also theoretical; but whether
it deals with things that are immovable and separable
lakinéton kai choriston] from matter is not at present
clear, although it studies some mathémata insofar as
they are immovable and separable. But if there is some-
thing that is eternal and immovable and separable, it
is clear that knowledge of it belongs to a theoretical
science — not, however, to physics (for physics deals
with movable things) nor to mathematics, but to a
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science prior [proteras] to both. For physics deals with
things that are separable from matter but not immov-
able, and some parts of mathematics deal with things
that are immovable and inseparable, but embodied in
matter; while the first [science] deals with things that are
both separable and immovable. Now all causes [panta
ta aitia] must be eternal, but especially these. For they
are the causes of the divine things that are manifest
[tois phanerois]|. There must, then, be three theoretical
philosophies [philosophiai theoretikai], mathematics,
physics, and theology [theologike], since it is quite
obvious indeed that if the divine exists anywhere, it
exists in a nature of this sort. And the most honorable
[timiotatén] philosophy must be concerned with the
most honorable genus. The theoretical sciences must be
preferred to the other sciences, and this to the other the-
oretical sciences. One might raise the question whether
first philosophy is universal [katholou] or deals with
a certain genus or one certain nature; for not even the
mathematical sciences are all alike in this respect, since
geometry and astronomy deal with a certain nature,
while universal mathematics applies alike to all. If there
is no other existence [tis betera ousia] along with those
composed by nature, physics would be the first science
[prote epistemel; but if there is an immovable existence,
this is prior [protera] and the philosophy will be first
[prote] and universal in this way, because it is first. And
it will contemplate being qua being, both the what-it-is
and that which inheres in it qua being.” (1026a7-33)
A glancing examination of how the text is structured
and the way the argumentation unfolds shows that first
philosophy is always mentioned in relation to some
limitation of the other two “theoretical philosophies,”
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especially physics or natural science [phusike], which
without first philosophy “would be the primary sci-
ence.” From the beginning, as has been suggested, what
is in question is not the definition of first philosophy as
much as a “strategy of secondarization” of physics.® As
Aristotle points out on two occasions, philosophy is not
primary (prote), it is simply prior (protera): it is defined
not absolutely but comparatively (protera is a compara-
tive formed on pro).

This also holds for the definition (or rather lack of def-
inition) of first philosophy’s object, which is invariably
found in relation to those of physics and mathematics,
almost as if the regionalization of being (“a certain
being and a certain genus,” on ti kai genos ti) it implies
were to result from subtraction from or complication of
a generic being, characterized as simple (haplos, with-
out folds). As a definition of first philosophy’s object,
the formula “being qua being” (on héi on) would be
vacuous and generic, were it not contrasted with the ¢
of physics. Even when the qualifiers “immovable and
separable” are used to specify the object, they acquire
their meaning through opposition to “movable and
separable” and “immovable and inseparable,” which
define the objects of the other two sciences. And it is
significant that the reality of an immovable existence
is expressed hypothetically (ei d’esti tis ousia akinetos,
“if there is some immovable existence”). The further
qualification of the object as “divine” in this text seems
so inconsistent with the initial reference to “being qua
being” that Natorp and Jaeger came to the rash conclu-
sion that the definition of first philosophy in Aristotle is
twofold and contradictory, because it claims to bundle
ontology (being qua being) together with theology
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