The Quarterly Journal of

gra=lien |
A | Western Philosophy
(o4 |l Vol. 4, No. 3 (Issue 15), October 2025

Print ISSN: 2821-1146
Online ISSN: 2821-1154

AR KHOVERT i
INTERNATIONAL UNNERSTY |

Awe, Origin (and End) of Philosophy
Seyyed Mohammad Reza Hoseini Beheshti”

Associate Professor, Department of Philosophy, Faculty of Literature and Humanities,
University of Tehran, Iran.

Avrticle Info ABSTRACT
Plato in the dialogue Theaetetus and Aristotle in Book Alpha of
Metaphysics both describe awe as the beginning of philosophy in terms
Research  that are strikingly close to one another. This statement has continued to
Article occupy the minds of many thinkers throughout the centuries up to the
present day. For Plato, Arche signifies the origin—the “from where” and
“from whom” of everything—as well as the governing principle that
makes each thing what it is. The consequence of such an understanding is
that awe is not only the source and beginning, but also the end of
Received: philosophy. He sees this end in the intellectual contemplation of the Ideas,
2025/11/01 especially the Idea of the Good (Agathon). The final awe is the joy arising
from beholding the Ideas or the truths of things. By contrast, although
Accepted: Atristotle also regards awe as the starting point of philosophy, for him, this
2025/11/22  awe culminates in knowledge of the four causes. If any wonder remains,
it is only because someone might hold a belief other than this. Drawing on
Aristotle’s words, Heidegger considers awe to be the beginning of
philosophy insofar as one observes in the being its existence or beingness,
and thereby grasps what he calls the “ontological difference.” This awe is
no longer a historical wonder at the origins of philosophy, nor does it
pertain to everything about which we seek knowledge or, more generally,
curiosity. Moreover, by relying on the second meaning of the word Arche,
he interprets it as a principle that, in the beginning, middle, and end, always
accompanies and sustains philosophy. Although Heidegger’s perspective
is worthy of reflection, it seems that reconciling it with the context in
which Plato’s and Aristotle’s statements about the beginning of
philosophy are situated involves certain difficulties.
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Extended Abstract

Plato, in his dialogue Theaetetus and Aristotle in Metaphysics (Book Alpha), both—using
seemingly similar expressions—take “awe” as the origin of philosophy. This statement has
inspired many thinkers throughout the centuries, especially in modern times. The Greek word
arche means origin, or the question “from where?” and “since when?”—which in Latin is
rendered as principium, denoting the spatial and temporal beginning of a thing. Additionally,
the verb “Archean” carries a second meaning: to rule or to dominate.

In Theaetetus, the famous phrase “awe is the beginning of philosophy” appears in the
context of a dialogue where Theaetetus, responding to Socrates’ argument based on
Protagoras’ thought, expresses his astonishment. Socrates, recognizing this reaction, considers
Theaetetus worthy of becoming a philosopher, precisely because he sees “awe” as the starting
point of philosophy.

Nevertheless, from Plato’s statement about the beginning of philosophy, one can discern a
kind of generality. He even, by appealing to a myth that Hesiod recounts in the Theogony—
where the lineage of Iris, the messenger of the gods, is traced back to Thaumas and the
etymology of his name is connected to wonder—regards this myth as a confirmation of the
relationship between awe and philosophy.

On the other hand, in Plato’s doctrine of Ideas, he explores the nature of knowledge
(episteme) by examining its levels—from sensory perception to intellectual intuition (noein).
He ultimately identifies the culmination of knowledge as the contemplation of the Ideas,
especially the ldea of the Good (Agathon). The feeling or affect experienced by the observer
in gazing upon this realm is expressed with the word ekplettein, which signifies a kind of
wonder infused with delight.

From Aristotle’s interpretation in Topica of the verb ekplettein, it appears that he takes this
word to mean not merely an excess but rather the very height of wonder. Accordingly, the
encounter of the observer with ideas—and ultimately with the Idea of the Good—brings him
to a state in which awe and admiration take place together.

Thus, for Plato, awe is not only the beginning but also the end of philosophy—that is, the
recognition of the Ideas and the Idea of the Good.

Aristotle also refers to awe as the beginning of philosophy in his Metaphysics. In his
analysis, philosophy—or the love of wisdom—is rooted in the understanding of principles
(archai) and causes (aitiai). Moreover, by causes, he specifically means the four types:
material, formal, efficient, and final causes.

Aristotle, after Plato and in a different way, let this initial awe transform into its opposite
through the understanding of these four causes. Ultimately, awe is dispelled upon the
attainment of knowledge.

Additionally, according to Aristotle, all things can be subject to awe, as well as statements
or phenomena that provoke astonishment, doubt, and admiration in individuals.

For this reason, he also counts examples such as automaton dolls and solar eclipses among
the things that cause awe. Moreover, Aristotle considers the knowledge possessed by wise men
concerning subjects of understanding—of which ordinary people are ignorant—as another
source of awe and admiration.

In his Rhetoric, Aristotle also includes within the category of wondrous things the speeches
of orators who adorn their words with unusual figures of expression to win the admiration of
their audience.

Thus, it can be said that the word awe for him carries multiple meanings and is not confined
merely to the initial sense of awe. The term even encompasses the meaning of doubt, which
departs from its original sense.

Drawing on Aristotle’s statement, Heidegger considers awe as a fundamental mood—not
as a historical event marking the beginning of philosophy, but as the starting point for
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philosophizing in general, and especially in our contemporary age. This awe takes place as we
egress from self-evidence, confronting the very being we encounter in everyday life, which in
our time is the technical being.

Technology is not only the source of our conception of artificial entities, but also the origin
of our understanding of nature and natural beings. From Heidegger’s perspective, the
metaphysical tradition culminates in technology, which marks the furthest distance from
philosophy’s original question—the question of Being.

The absence of Being in technology startles us and evokes awe, which serves as the first
resonance of thinking and prompts us to question. This questioning is no longer a pursuit of
this or that kind of knowledge, nor is it driven by curiosity or the desire to satisfy it. Rather, it
is directed toward the Being itself, questioning it once again in terms of its Being—that is, its
Seiendheit (beingness)—and ultimately, the Being of the being (Sein des Seienden).

Heidegger believes that what first and exclusively made the Greeks awe was the
concentrated presence of the being in the Being itself—that is, the mode in its Wesen and
Wesung, which is the very foundation of beings. To be in awe is something that must be
relearned, so that instead of the scientific approach—where, by means of method, a
predetermined question is posed along with certain expectations of an answer—the questioner
withdraws and remains with himself, allowing Being to disclose itself in an event imbued with
the atmosphere of awe, makes the questioner as belonging to himself. By doing so, the
questioner stands out (ekstasis), and exposes himself to the disclosure of Being. He must
endure (Ausstehen) in this standing-out.

Thus, Heidegger regards this awe as the beginning of what he calls the “ontological
difference.” In this distinction, a separation is made between being (Seiendes) and Being
(Sein), and although our questioning begins with the being, it ultimately turns toward the Being
of the being—or ultimately, toward Being itself, insofar as it is Being.

Moreover, Heidegger, by emphasizing the second meaning of the Greek verb Archean—
namely, to rule, to dominate, or to be the governing principle that makes a thing what it is—
considers awe not only as the beginning of philosophy but also as its constant companion and
culmination. He regards awe as a fundamental mood that, beyond the historical emergence of
philosophy, always accompanies it, sustains it, and the more abundant it is, the more it
intensifies the philosophical nature of philosophy itself.

Although this interpretation by Heidegger is thought-provoking and holds a significant
place within his philosophical system, it appears to be difficult to reconcile with the statements
of Plato and Aristotle regarding the beginning of philosophy—especially when those
statements are read within the context of their original texts.
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