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I. Before Beginning

The following explorations are not intended as a contri-
bution to the history of philosophy. They are not ‘about’
philosophy, but rather philosophical, and, as such an at-
tempt of philosophical self-clarification. Investigating
constitutive philosophical questions and problems, they
seek to find out what philosophy essentially is and thus to
explore basic possibilities of philosophizing. According to
this program, non-contemporary conceptions of philoso-
phy will not appear as historical, i.e., as something that is,
at best, only indirectly relevant for today’s philosophical
thinking. Whenever such ‘past’ conceptions are discussed
systematically, they belong to contemporary thinking,
and their historicity, though not to be neglected, has be-
come accidental. For the systematic importance of philo-
sophical conceptions it is irrelevant whether they were
elaborated a few years, a century, or even two thousand
years ago.

Discussing philosophical conceptions systematically
always requires critical distance to particular philoso-
phies. Philosophizing is incompatible with dogmatism,
and accordingly conceptions already established should
not be simply adopted, but critically examined. Some-
one really philosophizing cannot just be a ‘Platonist’
or an ‘Aristotelian’, just as little a ‘Kantian’, ‘Hegelian’,
‘Nietzschean’, ‘Husserlian’, ‘Heideggerian’ or ‘Wittgen-
steinian’. The conceptions indicated by these names do
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not even need repeated representation as if they were ca-
nonical doctrines. They are sufficiently represented by
their inaugurators. Also, such mimetic representation
would be difficult, since philosophical conceptions have
no definite content that could be devotedly communi-
cated. Though fixed in manuscripts or books, they are too
complex for strict repetition. Rather, every attempt to ar-
ticulate a particular philosophy will be an interpretation
and thus a more or less significant modification of its con-
tent; interpretations of particular philosophies will always
be ‘colored’ by the interpreter’s philosophical capacities
and interests. So philosophical conceptions are nothing
that could once and for all be described as or like a matter
of fact. No particular discussion of a particular philoso-
phy will be able to grasp this philosophy completely, but
rather, in case of success, offer a possible version of it.
Interpretations of philosophical conceptions are also
challenged by the fact that philosophies are not isolated
from each other. Their respective insights, descriptions,
and arguments are connected with those of other concep-
tions in many ways. They are dependent on others, al-
lude or explicitly refer to others, and they do so both in
affirmation and objection. Though interpretations may
concentrate on one single philosophy, they cannot really
avoid becoming involved with others. So they are more or
less to discuss particular topics, not only as those of a sin-
gular philosophy, but rather as belonging to a philosoph-
ical discourse or tradition or even to philosophy in gen-
eral. Philosophical interpretations of particular philoso-
phies must also always discuss problems not restricted to
these philosophies precisely because they are ‘philosoph-
ical problems’. Particular philosophies more or less open
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up the very possibility of philosophizing, and accord-
ingly explorations of such philosophies can, and often
will, also discover philosophy as such. There is no way to
philosophize outside of philosophy as it is already estab-
lished. Though philosophizing is not necessarily bound
to particular philosophies, it cannot avoid taking place
within the realm of philosophies that, in its entirety, can
be called the space of philosophy. Encompassing all par-
ticular attempts to philosophize and enabling, but never
completely determining them, the space of philosophy
allows philosophizing to constantly begin anew, though
never absolutely anew.

The philosophical exploration of philosophy elabo-
rated in the following chapters has a special perspective.
Its intention is to investigate philosophy as metaphysics.
This perspective is only justified if philosophy really is as
such metaphysical - not necessarily in every respect, but
of necessity in such a way that it cannot be understood ne-
glecting its metaphysical character. Accordingly, attempts
at the philosophical self-clarification of philosophy are
well advised not to ignore this metaphysical character.
However, if philosophy is not metaphysical in every re-
spect, such a self-clarification will also have to determine
the limits of metaphysics. And so a complex image of phi-
losophy will emerge; an image, however, that, if these in-
troductory considerations are plausible, is appropriate to
the complexity of philosophy.



I1. How to Philosophize

Reflecting on ‘philosophy’, one may first discover that the
subject matter thus indicated is difficult to discern. Phi-
losophy is manifold. During its more than two-thousand-
year long history, many different ways of how to philos-
ophize developed, and, again and again, questions arose
that had not formerly come up. Nevertheless, all different
kinds of philosophy must have something in common,
provided that the name ‘philosophy’ is not just a name.
In this case there would be nothing like philosophy at all.

What makes philosophies philosophical, however, is
not easy to determine. As one soon will realize, it can-
not be just a peculiar topic. Philosophy shares many of
its topics with other intellectual endeavors, for instance
with the sciences, the humanities, with law, and religion
and art too. Philosophers often do what scholars in other
disciplines also do: they articulate what they have experi-
enced, they develop arguments, and, like philologists or
theologians, they give interpretations of texts.

What makes philosophy philosophical can neither be
defined as a particular style. There is no single philosoph-
ical style — there are various styles, differing remarkably
from each other. Though many philosophical writings,
like Aristotle’s, are treatises, not only they are considered
philosophical, the lines of a poem by Parmenides or a Pla-
tonic dialogue are too. However, philosophical texts are
not necessarily neatly elaborated works. As the example
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of Aristotle shows, they also can be notes for lectures
or manuscripts used as a basis for teaching. Neither are
Husserl’s, Heidegger’s, or Wittgenstein’s notes and manu-
scripts any less philosophical than treatises or works
with obvious artistic ambition like Plato’s dialogues or
Nietzsche’s collections of aphorisms. However, if writ-
ings of such diverse style can be philosophical, they must
have something in common that is independent of their
respective style.

What may be common to all philosophies might tenta-
tively be called an intention, or, more precisely, an inten-
tion different from those of poets, scientists, theologians,
philologists, or historians. Since philosophy is so varied,
such an intention would very likely be realized in many
different ways. These variations, however, possibly result
from the intention itself; if so, no prescription would exist
of how the intention could be realized best. So the differ-
ent ways of philosophy may indirectly disclose the inten-
tion that essentially determines philosophy. Understand-
ing why philosophers disagree about how to philosophize
may lead to an understanding of what philosophy as such
is about.

In order to further develop these considerations it
may be helpful to adopt a distinction put forward by Pe-
ter Strawson. In the introduction of his book Individuals,
Strawson sketches a basic alternative of performing the
intention of philosophy. In doing so, however, Strawson
introduces a general characteristic of philosophy - the
one leading these investigations - speaking not of philos-
ophy, but of “metaphysics.” Strawson does so without fur-
ther explanation, and thus seems to take for granted that
philosophy as such is metaphysical. As to this, however,
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one should not merely follow suit, and so, before discuss-
ing Strawson’s basic philosophical alternative, it will be
helpful to say something about ‘metaphysics’.

The term, ‘metaphysics’ is prima facie no clearer than
the term ‘philosophy’, and, taken simply as a word, it is
even less significant. Whereas ‘philosophy’, ¢thocogia,
means ‘love of wisdom’ as of real and prominent knowl-
edge, the term ‘metaphysics’ is not as profound in its or-
igins as one might suppose. There is good reason to as-
sume that the word’s original meaning was just an edi-
torial one. It goes back to the Greek ta petd 1 Quokd
BiPAtc. Andronikos of Rhodos is thought to have coined it
in the first century before Christ when establishing a col-
lection of Aristotle’s writings. Because he had no distinct
title for a particular collection of manuscripts, he simply
named it after the place he assigned it to in the sequen-
tial order of his edition. Being placed after the books on
@UOLg, nature, the collection received its name from this
position. But even if the title does not originally indicate a
move ‘beyond the physical’, it has obviously been tempt-
ing to associate it with an inquiry of the supernatural in
whatever way already during the time of later Greek phi-
losophy.

Presupposing this emphatic meaning of ‘metaphysics’,
it might be strange to call every philosophy ‘metaphysi-
cal’ and thus include philosophies solely oriented to ‘the
physical’ and, as a consequence, denying or rejecting any
‘metaphysical’ aspirations. However, in adopting a critical
attitude to metaphysics in an emphatic sense, such philos-
ophies would be closely related to it. They cannot avoid
discussing ‘metaphysical’ questions and thus continue the
discourse of metaphysical philosophy. Since they are not
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metaphysical in the emphatic meaning just mentioned,
and also since the emphatic meaning of ‘metaphysics’
might be all too restrictive, it should be more reasonable
to use the term ‘metaphysics’ in a specific though not em-
phatic way and to reserve it just for the type of philosophy
Andronikos could not easily designate in reference to its
particular topic — philosophy as articulated in Aristotle’s
Metaphysics and also in philosophical works of similar in-
tention.

Even without a concrete account of the content of Aris-
totle’s papers collected by Andronikos, one may say that
without them the tradition of philosophy would not be
what it is. Philosophy after Aristotle’s Metaphysics is more
or less dependent on the basic questions and investiga-
tions developed in this book. It is to these questions and
investigations the book provides with a kind of philo-
sophical standard that as such also determines critical,
‘anti-metaphysical’ attitudes. Anti-metaphysical con-
ceptions would then not be metaphysical as such - apart
from if they were based on implicit and unacknowledged
metaphysical presuppositions. They would nevertheless
be philosophical only in dependence on the standard of
philosophy. Intellectual endeavors without any reference
to this standard, however, would not be philosophical at
all. Metaphysics cannot be philosophically overcome as
Nietzsche and, most prominently and effectively, Heide-
gger believed. There is no ‘post-metaphysical” philosoph-
ical thinking, but only philosophical thinking with a more
or less affirmative attitude to the metaphysical standard of
philosophy. As a consequence, however, it might be more
productive not to argue against metaphysics, but rather
accept it as the standard of philosophy. Critical discus-
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sions of basic metaphysical assumptions are thereby not
excluded. Revisions of metaphysics are normal even, hav-
ing belonged to philosophy almost from its outset. This is
confirmed by Strawson’s already-mentioned distinction.
Strawson, however, does not discuss the content or sub-
ject matter of metaphysics, but rather two different ways
in which metaphysical thinking can be performed. He
thus indirectly introduces what metaphysics is about. Ac-
cording to Strawson, ‘metaphysics’ can be “descriptive”
or “revisionary,”! and, as one may add, it can be so in a
more or less radical way. As Strawson writes, descriptive
metaphysics attempts “to describe the actual structure of
our thought about the world,”? and even without know-
ing what that precisely means, one might immediately
think of an example for such a descriptive attitude. As
Wittgenstein writes in his Philosophical Investigations,
philosophy “must not interfere in any way with the ac-
tual use of language, so it can in the end only describe
it” And, as he adds, philosophy “leaves everything as it
is.”3 As author of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, how-
ever, Wittgenstein can also serve as an example for “re-
visionary” metaphysics - as a kind of philosophy that,
according to Strawson, “is concerned to produce a better
structure” of our thought about the world. Another ex-
ample for such an attempt could be Heidegger, who, in

1 PETER F. STRAWSON, Individuals. An Essay in Descriptive
Metaphysics, London 1959.

2 STRAWSON, Individuals, 9.

3 LubwiGc WITTGENSTEIN, Philosophical Investigations. The
German text with an English translation by G.E.M. Anscombe,
P.M.S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte, 4t revised edition by P.M.S.
Hacker and Joachim Schulte, London 2009, 124.
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Being and Time, claims a new beginning of philosophy
as retrieval of its beginning in Aristotle’s thinking. Hei-
degger radicalizes his claim in his Contributions to Phi-
losophy, dreaming of a new and “differently beginning
beginning” of philosophy. And in his late essay The End
of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking, Heidegger states
the necessity of overcoming philosophy as such in favor
of a new and completely different way of thinking that he
just calls “thinking.” Thinking understood in this way is
an absolute revision of philosophy and thus, as Heideg-
ger thinks, no longer philosophical but radically different
from philosophy.

With his characterizations of the two versions of meta-
physics, Strawson also characterizes metaphysics as such,
namely as a description of the structure of our thoughts
about the world. This characterization surely needs fur-
ther clarification. Though its key terms - “structure”,
“thoughts,” “world” - are not unintelligible, they are
nevertheless unclear. One may have a vague understand-
ing of what they mean without being able to discern their
meaning explicitly.

This, however, is not a disadvantage, but rather some-
thing essential for philosophy. As one may easily see,
philosophical thinking in general is not at least an at-
tempt to clarify terms like the ones mentioned - terms
that are basically intelligible without being clear. A par-
adigm for this is Augustine’s reflection on time in the
eleventh book (XI, 14) of his Confessions.* As Augustine
says, he knows what time is so long as no one asks him.

4 AuGUSTINE, Confessionum Libri XIII, Corpus Christianorum
Series Latina XXVII, ed. by Lukas Verheijen, Turnholt 1981.
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Being asked, however, and attempting to explain his
knowledge, his ignorance about it emerges. The nature
of all relevant philosophical questions is perhaps such.
The particular ignorance described by Augustine is the
beginning of philosophizing. The original philosophical
impulse consists in realizing that terms taken as famil-
iar prove to be unclear when reflected on. This impulse,
however, leads to philosophizing only if one does not let
the vagueness of terms intuitively intelligible rest, but
rather makes attempts to clarify them.

Accordingly, metaphysics as Strawson understands it
would be confronted with the intelligibility and vague-
ness of the terms ‘world’ and ‘thought’. What is ‘the
world’, what does it mean to have ‘thoughts’ about the
world, and what is the ‘structure’ of both? As a conse-
quence of Strawson’s characterization, these are obvi-
ously ‘metaphysical’ questions, as are all that are of the
same kind as Augustine’s question concerning time.

However, if Strawson’s characterization is correct,
then ‘metaphysics’ is not sufficiently characterized by
its questions. Rather, it is decisive that metaphysics can
be practiced in two different ways, namely ‘descriptive’
and ‘revisionary’. This alternative, again, very likely re-
sults from the particular character of metaphysical ques-
tions. They do not, then, prescribe how they are to be
answered. The attempt to answer them philosophically
or metaphysically must figure out how such answers are
possible - either in simple orientation to the world as it
can be described and with descriptions that basically rely
on the descriptive force of ordinary language, or solely
on the basis of the assumption that one has to disclose
something that is hidden by the surface of the appearing
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