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The two key words which summarize Maritain's epistemology 

are "critical realism." Maritain's epistemology is intended 

to provide the reflex justification for the human knower's 

implicit, lived conviction that his mind is ordered by its 

nature to the apprehension of real being. For Maritain, 

moreover, real being does not mean simply the extra-mental 

object. It is the being of metaphysics, the possible, the 

essence intrinsically ordered to possible or actual existence. 

A critically realist epistemology is a self-conscious discipline 

which focuses the knower's attention upon the implicit contact 

with the metaphysical realm at the heart of every judgment 

whose clear-eyed denial through a judicial act would involve 

the human knower in a performative contradiction.l 

The term "critical realism," therefore, highlights two 

important aspects of Maritain's epistemology. First, Mari­

tain's epistemology is critical because it is a rigorous, 

reflexive thematization of a lived certitude which the mind 

already possesses and cannot reject, and because it is a 

philosophical justification of that certitude's validity. 

The philosopher must raise the question of the val:i,dity of 
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his knowledge if he is to avoid the accusation of naive or 

dogmatic realism. Nevertheless, extensive and rigorous 

though his questioning may be, the philosopher's query can 

never become a real doubt, a Cartesian dubito. To meet the 

demands of an arbitrarily chosen method, Descartes' real 

universal doubt severed the cogito from the lived contact 

with being which the human mind spontaneously affirms in its 

natural judgments. The Cartesian doubt, therefore, cannot 

be made the legitimate starting point of a critical epistem­

ology. 2 

This is obvious, since the Cartesian real doubt, which 

claims to provide a sure defense against philosophical dog­

matism, clearly reveals itself to be yet another instance of 

arbitrary philosophical dogmatism. When Maritain was writing 

The Degrees of Knowledge, the Cartesian doubt and the univocal 

understanding of philosophical certitude, rigor and method 

associated with it had come back into prominence through 

Husserl's phenomenology. Maritain made it clear that, for 

the critical realist, the Husserlian use of the epoche was 

was no more characteristic of a "presupposi tionless philosophy" 

than Descartes' use of the real doubt had been. 3 Like Descartes, 

Husserl had "bracketed" the lived presence of being which 

manifests itself in very judgmental affirmation. Arbitrary 

real doubt leads to the cogito of Descartes or to the ego 

cogito cogitatum of Husserl. From the cogito or the percipi, 

however, there-is no bridge to being. on the other hand, 

there is no legitimate ground upon which to postulate idealism. 

For the critical realist, being is immediately present in the 
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cogito, and consciousness is understood in terms of being. 

Critical realism is an immediate, direct realism, and, indeed, 

Maritain would claim that direct realism is the only non-

arbi trary approach to the problem of knowledge. 

This brings us to the second aspect of Maritain's 

epistemology highlighted by the name "critical realism." 

This aspect is the close connection between epistemology 

and metaphysics in Maritain's philosophy~ 4 

One of the major functions of Maritain's epistemology 

is to provide a critical grounding for his philosophy of 

being. In fact, we could say that in The Degrees of Knowledge 

epistemology both provides a cognitional justification for 

the first principles of metaphysics and itself forms a part 

of metaphysics. As we shall see, Marita~n's metaphysics of 

knowledge plays a vital role in the distinction and interrela­

tion of the diverse elements which form a lived unity in the 

total act of sensitive-intellectual knowledge. By doing so, 

metaphysics of knowledge provides a reflex justification of 

how and why the mind's grasp of the real in the act of judgment 

is possible. In assigning this dual role to epistemology, 

Maritain's critical realism manifests a certain similarity 

to the epistemology of Father Joseph Marechal, despite the 

notable differences between the systems of these two distin­

guished Thomists.5 

Maritain, of course, never felt any attraction toward 

Transcendental Thomism, nor did he subscribe to the view 

that epistemology should become the starting point of phil­

osophical reflection. In the tradition of the classical 
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Thomistic commentators, Maritain adhered to the Aristotelian 

order of the sciences in his own philosophy. In the Aris-

totelian order of the speculative sciences, the study of 

Philosophy of Nature, or Physics, precedes the formal study 

of Philosophy of Being, or Metaphysics. It is no accident, 

therefore, that in The Degrees of Knowledge a compendious 

treatment of philosophy and the experimental sciences precedes 

the methodical exposition of Maritain's critical realism. As 

we have seen, Maritain's epistemology has as one of its func-

tions the critical introduction to the philosophy of being, 

. 6 
or metaphysics. 

In this preliminary discussion of the philosophy of 

nature, Maritain explains the difference between a contem-

porary science concerned with the mathematical ordering of 

observable phenomena and a metaphysically oriented philosophy 

of nature in the Aristotelian sense, from the mathematico-

empirical sciences of our contemporary world. In the course 

of his exposition, Maritain carefully distinguishes between the 

total abstraction of ever broader and emptier generic and spec-

ific notions of the logician, and the scientific, formal ab-

straction through which the philosopher of nature, the math-

ematician and the metaphysician disengage the formal subjects 

of their specifically distinct intellectual disciplines. 7 

At least three of the points which Maritain makes in 

his discussion of philosophy of nature should be noted here 

because of their bearing upon his subsequent treatment of 

epistemol()gy. 

The first point is the important distinction made between 
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the being of reason, the purely mental being, represented 

in the concepts of the logician and the mathematician, and 

the real being represented in the concepts of the philosopher 

of nature and the metaphysician. According to Maritain, one 

of the major causes of intellectual confusion in modern 

philosophy is the failure of its producers to make this 

essential distinction between the being of reason and real 

being in the mind's abstracted concepts. Not only has this 

failure blurred the distinction between realism and idealism, 

but also it has encouraged a univocal approach to philosophical 

and empirical sciences which overlooks the specific difference 

between the diverse disciplines in the analogical hierarchy 

of the speculative sciences. The effect of this univocal 

approach on both empirical science and philosophy has been 

detrimental. A coherent unification of the sciences requires 

a prior and accurate grasp of their distinction. 8 

The second point of interest to us in Maritain's dis-

cussion of philosophy of nature is his employment of the 

Aristotelian-Thomistic notion of a scientia media. Maritain 

thereby clarifies the nature of mathematico-empirical science 

and integrates it with the real being of metaphysics through 

the subalternation of these sciences to a metaphysically 

oriented philosophy of nature.9 

The third point is the distinction, already mentioned, 

between the total abstraction of the logician and the three 

degrees of formal abstraction through which the subjects of 

the three specifically distinct Aristotelian sciences are 

disengaged from the data of sense experience. 
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Several important consequences flow from Maritain's 

distinction between the three degrees of abstraction: 

1. Starting from the data of sense, three specifically 

diverse realms of intelligibility are disengaged 

in their intellectual purity through three distinct 

processes of abstraction of the concept from the 

phantasm. 

2. Therefore, the three degrees of abstraction ground 

three specifically diverse intellectual disciplines. 

One cannot descend from metaphysics to mathematics 

through a process of univocal deduction, as the 

logician moves from his broader genera to his nar-

rower species. Formal abstraction is not total ab-

straction. Each science, therefore, has its own 

specific intelligibility, its own manner of proof 

and its own specific method. "Science," then, as 

applied to the three philosophical sciences and to 

10 the empirical sciences, is an analogous term. 

There is no such thing as univocal scientific method 

applicable to all the empirical sciences and to 

philosophy. I believe Maritain would not be im-

mediately receptive to Bernard Lonergan's project 

of extending a generalized method of the empirical 

sciences to metaphysics and to theology. The author 

f h f . ht 11 o T e Degrees o Knowledge and the author of Insig , 

in other words, do not accomplish the integration of 
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the sciences in the same way. Their theories of 

knowledge are not the same, although both claim 

the inspiration of St. Thomas. 

3. Finally, Maritain asserts that the key to the 

coherent integration of the speculative sciences 

is a metaphysically oriented philosophy of nature 

in which ens mobile is grasped in the intellect's 

judgments about the objects of sense experience 

performed under the light of being. 12 The human 

mind, which orders its phenomenal objects through 

the empirical sciences, is ordered by its nature 

to the grasp of real being. First, the being of 

sensible reality is grasped by the mind's experience. 

Then - saltem natura posterius - being can be dis­

engaged in its transcendental purity through the 

third degree of abstraction. Consequently, a 

genuine philosophy of nature, whose formal subject 

is ens mobile, is the key to the integration of 

physico-mathematical science with metaphysics. 

A reflection on the philosophy of nature, therefore, 

is a necessary preparation for a successful consideration 

of the problem of knowledge. Maritain believes that, by 

undertaking this reflection in The Degrees of Knowledge, 

he has forearmed his readers against the danger of an un­

critical extension of the norms of evidence and the methods 

of the empirical sciences to the whole domain of knowledge. 
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He also laid the groundwork for his epistemology con­

tention that real being, touched in the mind's affir­

mation of the objects of sense experience, is the rock 

on which our metaphysical certitudes are built and 

the key to the successful integration of human know­

ledge. 

In other words, the epistemology of critical realism 

is simply the reflex justification of the natural metaphys­

ics of the mind implicitly grasped by the philosopher of 

nature. Thus, it appears at first glance that the place 

of cognitional theory and epistemology in Maritain's in­

tegration of the sciences is incompatible with the roles 

assigned to them by Father Bernard Lonergan. Insight and 

The Degrees of Knowledge both propose a speculative integ­

ration of knowledge, but the relation between epistemology 

and metaphysics in these two books is not the same. The 

difference between these two integrations, and the role of 

epistemology in each of them, could form a topic for fruit­

ful discussion among philosophers in the tradition of the 

Angelic Doctor. 

As a justification of the natural metaphysics of the 

human mind, Maritain's critical realism begins with an intel­

lectual reflection on the act of intellectual knowledge. As 

we know, before his conversion to Thomism, Maritain had been 

an ardent disciple of Henri Bergson. Bergson's exposition of 

his "intuition of being" had freed Maritain from positivism ano 

Kantian idealism. Bergson had shown him that the mind truly 

grasps the real. Bergson's 11 intuition, 11 however, denied to the 
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abstract concept any grasp of being. As a result, the Berg­

sonian "intuition of being" led to a process metaphysics in 

which reality was defined in terms of continuous motion. 

Maritain's subsequent discovery of St. Thomas enabled him 

to see that although the mind can be said to have an "intu­

ition" or immediate grasp of its own reality, through direct 

or concomitant consciousness, this intuition occurs in the 

process of the mind's judgmental affirmation of extra-mental 

being. Reflecting upon the judicial affirmation under the 

inspiration of St. Thomas, Maritain discovered that there is 

a much more profound and significant intuition of being. 

This is the "eidetic intuition of being" in the concept. Berg­

son was wrong, therefore, when he denied the possibi-lity of 

a metaphysical grasp of being through the concept. Being 

is grasped in the concept and affirmed in the judgment, and 

if that is so, being cannot be the mobile process of Bergson. 

Being is the being of St. Thomas, the act of esse.13 

The results of this all-important reflection are laid 

out for the reader in the first part of Maritain's exposition 

of his critical realism. The principle of identity ("What is,­

is") reveals itself to be the norm of every judgment, for if 

it were not the necessary rule of all thought, no judgment 

could be made at all. Every enunciation, in the very course 

of its utterance, could be the affirmation of its contradic­

tory. Consequently, in the performance of every meaningful 

affirmation, the knower must commit himself implicitly to 

the truth of its condition of possibility, the principle of 

identity. To deny this principle is ipso facto to affirm it; 
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the only coherent course of action for the philosopher who 

. . h . t . t . t t 1 . 1 14 re]ects its trut is o main ain o a si ence. 

Therefore, Maritain asserts that, as an intellectual 

knower, I know something with absolute certainty - scio 

aliquid esse. I know that what is, is; and knowing this, 

I am aware that the principle of identity is not just the 

logical law of my own thought. It is the ontological law 

of being. Furthermore, as the necessary law governing every 

affirmation, the principle of identity cannot be grounded 

upon a contingent and mobile being. Neither can the absolute 

law of being be grounded upon the contingent, sensible data 

of the phenomenal realm. It can rest on nothing less than 

the absolute ratio entis •. St. Thomas was correct when he 

held that nothing is so contingent that there is not some 

necessity in it, for the objectivity of the mind's objective 

judgments is due to the intellect's cognitive grasp of being. 

Speculative judgments do not terminate with an intra-mental 

object, as Kant believed. In and through the intra-mental 

object, speculative judgments terminate with the extra-mental 

thing. Logical truth is what st. Thomas said it is, conformitr 

between the intellectual judgment and extra-mental reality. 

Thus, by justifying the principle of identity through 

the technique of retortion, Maritain roots the objective 

judgment in extramental being and vindicates the classical 

Thomistic definition of truth. 15 The starting point of 

metaphysics has received its reflexive justification. 

The full force of Maritain's epistemological grounding 

of metaphysics really manifests itself, however, in his 
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epistemology of the eidetic intuition of being. 

The principle of identity ("What is, is") reveals an 

object whose necessary intelligibility transcends the mu­

tability which invests both sensible reality and the human 

knower's moving mind. Since the objects of human thought 

stand under the principle of identity, their stable intel­

ligibility shares in the immutable intelligibility of being. 

Univers~ls, therefore, are real possibles, not mere Lockean 

abstractions devoid of genuine necessity. The objects of 

human thought are true essences ordered to actual or pos­

sible existence. 

Only through the medium of the concept can the human 

knower disengage from constantly changing contingent exis­

tents to stable essences.whose absolute intelligibility can 

hold up under the principles of identity, the law of being 

and affirmation. Contrary to Bergson's contention, then, 

the intuition through which the human knower grasps the 

metaphysical reality, even of his own moving mind, must 

be an eidetic intuition. Being presents itself to the hu­

man knower as an eidos, a stable essence ordered to actual 

or possible existence, and, if this be the case, being can 

be known only through the medium of the concept. To put it 

in other words, the concept is the condition of possibility 

for the human knower's grasp of being.16 

Truly enough, as Maritain explains more fully in Exis­

~ and the Existent, the notion through which being is 

grasped can arise only in the course of the judgmental af­

firmation through which the human knower posits the existence 
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of a concrete singular. The concept comes into being in the 

heart of the judgment, from which it is never separated.17 

Nevertheless, the crucial point of Maritain's exposition 

retains its validity. Only in the concept can being be pres-

ent to the mind with the absolute necessity required for its 

philosophical intelligibility. Metaphysics as a science de-

pends upon the eidetic or conceptual intuition of being. 

Maritain is careful to point out that the eidetic in-

tuition of being, through the medium of the concept, is dis-

tinct from the knower's pre-scientific or pre-philosophic 

intuition of his own mutable mind through concomitant con-
18 

sciousness. The distinction between these two radically 

different intuitions is the basis of Maritain's critique 

of Bergsonian philosophy and the reason for his preference 

of St. Thomas' metaphysics to the metaphysics of his former 

master. As we shall see later, the distinction is also a 

crucial one in Maritain's differentiation and integration 

of the various types of human knowledge. 

Thus, Maritain's progress from the principle of identity, 

through the rooting of the objective judgment in the extra-

mental real, to the eidetic intuition of being is a brilliant 

and sustained series of moves. Maritain's aim in this sus-

tained reflection has not been simply to ground a realistic 

theory of knowledge. The reflection has accomplished much 

more. It has grounded a Thomistic metaphysics of being and 

motion. 

Maritain does not understand being in terms of motion, 

as it is understood in Bergson's metaphysics. On the contrary, 
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motion, even the motion of .the knower's mind, is understood 

in terms of being, requiring a metaphysics of potency and 

act. A human intellect, whose thought, by its nature, has 

been affirmed to be a real motion ordered to the grasp of 

being opens the way to an Aristotelian metaphysics of action 

and finality. 

Therefore, Maritain can proceed to the second part of 

his epistemology. Whereas the first part has established 

the mind's objective grasp of being as a fact, the aim of 

the second part is to show how this type of realistic know­

ledge is intrinsically possible. Critical realism has turned 

its attention, then, from the "that" to the "how" of direct 

realism. To manifest its possibility, Maritain draws upon 

the Thomistic metaphysics of knowledge. In the second section, 

therefore, Maritain proceeds as a metaphysician. 

There is no vicious circle in this procedure. In his 

discussion of philosophy of nature, Maritain has shown the 

natural =~etaphysics of the human mind at work. To reject the 

natural certainty of this metaphysics, as Descartes does, 

by means of a universal real doubt, is to adopt an arbitrary 

procedure. Following Maritain's treatment of philosophy of 

nature, the first part of his exposition of critical realism 

establishes that the mind's grasp of the extra-mental real, 

through the concept and the judgment, is a certain and un­

deniable fact. The implications of this established fact, 

as I have already shown, ground an Aristotelian-Thomistic 

metaphysics of being and motion. In the light of this meta­

physics, it is perfectly legitimate to proceed to a reflection 
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upon the conditions of possibility for realistic knowledge. 

Furthermore, it is quite appropriate to do so. A num­

ber of epistemological errors into which modern philosophers 

have fallen find their origins in a mistaken metaphysics of 

knowledge. Failure to understand how realistic sensitive­

intellectual knowledge is possible has led more than one mod­

ern philosopher to deny the factual existence of such knowledg1 

Positivism and idealism have profited greatly from this sort 

of intellectual confusion. Metaphysics of knowledge, there­

fore, can serve a very useful function in epistemology by 

clearing up difficulties about the possibility of such real­

istic knowledge. 

The general lines of Maritain's metaphysics of knowledge 

are similar enough to those of Thomists. As far as the gen­

eral framework is concerned, Maritain is not out to break 

new ground. The abstraction of the concept from the phantasm, 

the illuminationo.of this phantasm by the agent intellect, the 

determination of the passive intellect by the species impressa 

and the production of the species expressa in the immanent 

act of intellectual knowledge are all explained in a manner 

appropriate to a disciple of John of St. Thomas. Maritain 

makes no mention of the act of insight or of its role in the 

abstraction of the concept. Moreover, although he is aware 

of the procession of the mental word, or verbum, in the act 

of knowledge, he does not exploit the double procession of 

the conceptual and judgmental word from a prior act of in­

sight, as Lonergan does in Verbum.21 

Thus, Maritain would fall into the class of Thomists whom 
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Lonergan stigmatizes as "conceptualists. 112 2 Although I have 

neither the time nor the inclination to go into the matter here,. 

I would suggest the possibility of the expansion of Maritain's 

thought along the lines of its own intrinsic development in 

the light of the textual study of St. Thomas' own metaphysics 

of knowledge in Verbum. Comparatively little development of 

Maritain's thought has occurred in recent years. Most of the 

writing on Maritain has been largely expository. This might 

make an interesting project for future discussion. 

Maritain's great contribution can be found in his brilli­

ant application of classical Thomistic metaphysics of know­

ledge to the problems of contemporary philosophy and in his 

exploitation of that metaphysics in his own account of the 

integration of knowledge. Modern philosophy, for example, has 

difficulty in understanding how direct realism is possible 

because modern philosophy has forgotten St. Thomas' metaphys­

ics of intentional being. Intentional being, Maritain explains, 

is the special type of existence which actuates an essence 

when it exists in the mind as an object of knowledge. Know­

ledge, therefore, should not be defined as a product of the 

mind. Knowledge should be defined as a special manner of 

existence which actuates an essence as the term of an act 

of cognition. Knowledge is primarily a form of existence. 

One and the same essence, with one and the same formal 

principle of specification, can be actuated in the physical 

world through its natural existence, its ~ naturale, and 

can be actuated in the knowing mind as an object of thought 

through its intentional existence, its esse intentionale. 
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The diversity of these two types of existence does not alter 

the specifying formal principle of the essence which they 

actuate. Consequently, the known essence and the extra-ment­

al essence are one and the same intelligibility, even though 

their intentional and natural existences are different. On­

tologically considered, therefore, the known essence is the 

act or perfection both of the knower and of the known reality, 

The concept, Maritain tells us, is a pure cognitional 

sign, a medium quo, through which the essence of the extra­

mental being is grasped immediately, for the intentional 

existence of an act of knowledge, as a cognitional sign, is 

a "pure making known" of an essence. 23 Descartes' failure 

to understand the nature of the esse intentionale of the 

cognitional sign transformed the Cartesian concept into a 

medium quod, an intra-mental facsimile from which the real 

could be reached only over the indirect road of argumentation. 

Post-Cartesian philosophy, then, became the prisoner of the 

mind and its objective concepts. It could no longer distin­

guish between the beings of reason, which are the objects of 

logic and mathematics, and the possible essences which are 

the objects of philosophy of nature and metaphysics. The 

former are capable of no more than intentional existence in 

the mind, whereas the latter can be actuated either by in­

tentional existence within the mind or by natural existence 

in the extra-mental world. The Thomistic metaphysics of 

intentional being, therefore, is the proper antidote to the 

mathematicism and idealism which Descartes bequeathed to mod­

ern philosophy. 
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The distinction between the natural and intentional 

existences of the same essence specified by the identical for-

mal principle is the key to the explanation of how direct re-

alism is possible. It also provides the key to the proper 

distinction and the coherent integration of the diverse 

forms of human knowledge. Intentional existence, as we have 

seen, is the specifically distinct type of existence which 

actuates an essence present to the mind in a cognitional sign. 

Thomistic metaphysics of knowledgP.carefully differentiates be-

tween the multitude of specifically distinct but vitally 

interrelated acts of knowledge, the diverse cognitional signs, 

in man's awareness of himself and of his world. Maritain 

brilliantly employs these distinctions in his speculative 

integration of knowledge. This is the significance of the 

subtitle attached to The Degrees of Knowledge, "Distinguer 
/ 

pour unir ou les degres du savoir." 

Maritain carefully distinguishes between the human know­

er's concomitant self-awareness and the diverse types of ob­

jective knowledge acquired through cognitional signs. Then 

he applies his philosophy of knowledge to the religious, 

aesthetic, moral and scientific realms of experience. Acts 

of sense knowledge, including the phantasm of the imagination, 

are a special type of cognitional sign. Affective acts and 

habits, whether of natural love or supernatural charity, are 

cognitional signs of a specically different sort. In every 

cognitional sign, an extra-mental object is intentionally 

identified with the knowing subject. The concept alone, 

however, permits the subject to distinguish clearly between 
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his own reality and the reality of the extra-mental object 

in the affirmation of the judgment. Acts of sensation and 

affective acts and habits, even when the latter are spiritual, 

do not permit this distinction. Sensation and affectivity 

cannot transcend the level of experience on which subject 

and object are not clearly differentiated. Only the concept 

permits the knower to reach the level of scientific aware~ 

ness through his objective judgments, in which knowing sub­

ject and known object are clearly distinguished from each 

other. 

Maritain's brilliant employment of the distinction be­

tween experiential and scientific knowledge in his specu­

lative integration of human knowledge enables him to recon­

cile the mystical theology of St. John of the Cross with the 

scientific theology of the Angelic Doctor in The Degrees of 

Knowledge.24 The Christian mystic enjoys an experiential 

knowledge of the Triune God, intentionally united to his 

soul on the affective level, through the su~ernatural habit 

of charity. Experiential knowledge of God through the cog­

nitional sign of charity does not clearly distinguish between 

the reality of God and the reality of the human knower. The 

theologian makes the distinction clearly in his scientific 

knowledge of the revealing God. It is not surprising, there­

fore, that the language in which John of the Cross describes 

his experiential knowledge of God differs markedly from the 

language of St. Thomas' scientific theology. The form of 

these two types of knowledge differs, even though the God 

who is their extra-mental term is the same. 
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Maritain also employs the distinction between experi­

ential and scientific knowledge in his defense of natural 

mysticism in Quatre essais sur l'esprit dans sa condition 

charnelle.25 The Indian ascetic, who has purified his mind 

of its images and concepts through the discipline of yoga, 

can acquire experiential knowledge of his own act of exis­

tence in the experience of the void. This experience can 

become an encounter with the Absolute on the level of na­

ture. It is a grasp of the mystic's substantial act of ex­

istence, in which the Absolute is present through His con­

serving activity. On the experiential level, the mystic 

and the Absolute cannot be clearly distinguished. Therefore, 

the experience of union is mystical. Nevertheless, the ex­

perience is natural because the cognitional sign through 

which the Absolute becomes intentionally present is not the 

supernatural habit of charity, but the mystic's grasp of 

his own substantial act of existence. 

Maritain once again employs the distinction between 

experiential and scientific knowledge to discriminate between 

existential and metaphysical knowledge of the self in Exis­

tence and the Existent.26 With great success, he draws the 

difference between experiential knowledge of reality, through 

the cognitional sign of the intellectualized phantasm, and 

scientific knowledge in Art and Scholasticism27 and in Cre­

ative Intuition in Art and Poetry.28 In these works he points 

out that the soul's mystical experience of itself and God is 

not the conceptual knowledge of scientific theology. Aes­

thetic experience is not philosophy. The intrinsic aims 
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of these diverse forms of knowledge are not, and could not 

be, the same. To make mysticism a substitute for theology 

or to make art a substitute for scie~tific self-knowledge -

as the symbolists seem to do - is a fatally destructive 

error. 

At the conclusion of his exposition of critical realism, 

therefore, Maritain had provided the critical grounding for 

his speculative integration of human knowledge. Against 

the postivism and idealism of nineteenth century philosophy 

he has vindicated the possibility of metaphysical knowledge. 

Against Husserlian phenomenology he has shown that conscious­

ness is a form of being. Being cannot be reduced to a form 

of consciousness. Consequently, the intentionality of con­

sciousness is to be explained in metaphysical terms. The 

true phenomenology, were one to use that sort of strained lan­

guage, would be a metaphysics of knowledge. In fact, it would 

be the metaphysics of knowledge which Maritain undertakes to 

present in The Degrees of Knowledge. 

Furthermore, the metaphysics in terms of which the inten· 

tionality of consciousness must be explained is the Aristo­

telian-Thomistic metaphysics of esse. Reacting against Berg­

son, Maritain shows that the intuition through which the 

real is touched is not the knower's preconceptual grasp of 

his own mobile reality. On the contrary, the true meta­

physical intuition is the eidetic intuition of being, given 

through the concept. Motion, therefore, must be understood 

in terms of being. Being cannot be understood in terms of 

motion. Process metaphysics is not the true metaphysics, for 

20 



motion understood in terms of being requires a meta­

physics of Aristotelian act and potency. The human 

knower is a subsistent Aristotelian nature endowed with 

an intellectual faculty, whose final cause is the grasp 

of real being. 

Maritain's epistemology is a Thomistic epistemology 

of theconceptand the judgment, in which the mind's first 

contact with reality occurs in its affirmation of the sen­

sible real. Grounded upon the natural certitude of that 

primary affirmation, the epistemology of the conceptual 

judgment leads to the metaphysics of abstraction and the 

intentional being of the cognitional sign. These, in their 

turn, ground Maritain's analogical hierarchy of the degrees 

of formal abstraction, and account for the integration of 

the empirical sciences with metaphysics through philosophy 

Of nature. 

The eidetic intuition of being, given through the con­

cept, accounts for the clear distinction between subject 

and object in the judgmental affirmation, and so distinguishes 

the necessary judgments of the philosophical scien~es from 

the pre-conceptual, pre-scientific knowledge of the artist 

and the mystic. 

Maritain's epistemology of critical realism, therefore, 

lays the cognitional foundations for his whole system. As 

a critical epistemologist, Maritain knew what he was about, 

and he did his work with thoroughness and coherence. 
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COMMENTARY ON "Maritain's Metaphysics" 
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University of Dallas 

Irving, Texas 

The role of a discussant or respondent to a paper read 

by a principal speaker at a scholarly conference such as 

our own is at best ambiguous and at worst disconcerting, 

ambiguous because the discussant must try to balance his 

remarks between cormnents made by the speaker, in this case 

Father McCool, and cormnents made about his subject, in this 

case Jacques Maritain; disconcerting because the discussant, 

in this case myself, always has things he wants to say on 

his own authority but which he ought not to say. His role 

is not to exposit but to discuss some other exposition and, 

if possible, to raise questions for discussion. With this 

apologia behind me, hopeful but not too sanguine in my hope 

that I will not transgress my own boundaries of the ethics 

of my role here this morning, permit me to begin by congrat· 

ulating Father McCool in having done almost the impossible: 

covering Maritain's vast epistemology in its relationship 

to his metaphysics in something less than eighteen full pages, 

counting his notes. Permit me, therefore, to raise certain 

problems implicit in Father McCool' s paper which are per­

tinent both to penetrating and to evaluating the thought of 

Jacques Maritain. Given that Maritain himself assumed as 

his motto early in his career the banner of "Woe unto me if 
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I do not Thomisticize," frequently I shall cast my comments 

and questions within the context of Maritain's relation to 

his master, St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Father McCool reports early in his paper Maritain's 

insistence that man's " ••• mind is ordered by its nature 

to the apprehension of real being. For Maritain, moreover, 

real being does not mean simply the extra-mental object. 

It is the being of metaphysics, the possible, the essence 

intrinsically ordered to possible or actual existence. 111 

Our speaker, of course, has reported accurately Maritain's 

position. I raise the following questions for the delibera­

tion of this body of philosophers: 

1. Does Maritain's position reflect faithfully the position 

of Thomas Aquinas, for whom the being of the possible is re­

duced to the being of an intellect that can project ahead in 

time and the being of an agent capable of producing? Has not 

contemporary scholarship establsihed that, in itself, the 

possible, for St. Thoams, is reductively nothing at all? 

2. If this is so, does not Maritain's insistence that 

the being of metaphysics is real but possible being extend 

the notion of the "real" beyond existence, and if this is 

so, then how is this doctrine compatible wiht Aquinas' in­

sistence that~ is absolutely prior, presupposing nothing, 

but which everything else presupposes? The issue, as I pose 

it, has less to do with the truth of the matter than with 

the suggestion that Maritain's metaphysics is not quite iden­

tically the metaphysics of Aquinas. This ought not to shock 

us because all great thinkers (and Maritain is among the 

25 



greatest of the century) never merely repeat the past, 

even the past to which they profess fidelity. 

Father McCool fingers, with peculiar perspicacity, 

Maritain's genius in exposing the fakery of the Husserlian 

"presuppositionless philosophy," which smuggled into the 

back door the Cartesian doubt and the " •.. univocal under-

standing of philosophical certitude, rigor and method asso­

ciated with it. 11 2 Maritain's probing distinction between 

a doubt as signified and a doubt as exercised and his in-

sistence that the Cartesian doubt is self-contradictory as 

an act performed by the mind is found in a numbecr: of the 

most incisive pages in The Degrees of Knowledge. Father 

McCool writes that, for Maritain, " ••. critical realism is 

an inunedia te, direct realisI!I, and, indeed, Mari ta.in would 
" 

claim that direct realism is the only non-arbitrary approach 

to the problem of knowledge. 113 Not only would Maritain claim 

an exclusiveness to his realism, but, in fact, he dio so 

throughout the early part of The Degrees of Knowledge. How-

ever, old disputes never go away - at least they seem not 

to depart in philosop~y - and this leads me to my second 

cluster of questions: 

1. If realism is immediate and direct, as Maritain ar-

gued, then in what significant way is it "critical"? My 

question, of course, is that of Etienne Gilson, whom Mari~ 

tain treats with great delicacy in a number of footnotes in 

The Degrees, 4 but with whom he parts company on this issue. 

2. Are the differences between the Gilson school of dog~ 

matic or metaphysical realism and the Maritainian critical 
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realism only semantic and stylistic, or do they reveal deep 

divisions in the Thomistic family? I shall not attempt to 

answer the question here, but I raise it as germane to a 

full understanding of the thought of Jacques Maritain. 

Father McCool argues cogently to the key role played 

by the famous "three degrees" of formal abstraction in 

Maritain. Maritain expanded in his Short Treatise on Exis­

tence and the Exis.tent his earlier treatment of this notion 

in The Degrees. Under the pressure of Wyser's corrected ed­

ition of Questions Five and Six of Aquinas' commentary on the 

In Librum Boethii de Trinitate in 1948, a considerable body 

of literature mushroomed into being which insisted that the 

theory of three degrees of formal abstraction as differenti­

ating the classical Aristotelian schema of the sciences, pos­

sibly of a Cajetanian origin, certainly did not reflect St. 

Thomas' teaching in Questions Five and Six of the In Boethii 

de Trinitate. Aquinas spoke there of three ways of distin-. 

guishing scientific subjects, two of them abstractions and 

only one of these the abstraction of a form, and the third, 

Proper to metaphysics, a separation from matter and motion 

effected in a negative judgment which yielded metaphysical 

Principles, "separable in being" from matter and mot:Lon. In 

his Existence and the Existent Maritain argued to an equiva­

lence of the two doctrines and expanded on his, by that time, 

famous "intuition of being" in a privileged concept by way 

of a synthesis of judgment (prior in the order of exercise) 

and conceptualization (prior in the order of signification). 
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With Father McCool I think that the Maritainian intui-

tion of being is crucial both to his epistemology and to his 

metaphysics. I suggest, moreover, that Maritain scholars 

bend more time to elucidating this topic which is of great 

importance both to metaphysics as a science and to our un-

derstanding of Maritain's place in the development of modern 

Thomism. To this problem I address the following, my third, 

cluster of questions: 

1. Is there, indeed, a privileged intuition of being 

which grounds metaphysics and thus gives birth to the habitus 

of first philosophy? Is there any "experiential" (to use a 

term coined by Father Robert Henle, S.J.) or theoretical ev-

idence buttressing Maritain's position? 

2. If there is such a privileged concept, the result of 

an "intuition," does this make metaphysics an analytic discip· 

line consisting in the disengaging of what is already present 

in the conceptualization of being? In other words, does the 

metaphysician unravel a content already implicitly present in 

the concept of being or does his reasoning conclude to suc­

cessively new truths concerning being? Maritain already raise:\ 
I 

the issue in his Seven Lessons on Being where he argued that I 

the transcendentals are already present in the concept of 

being and need only be disengaged therefrom. His contention 

is, at the very least, open to discussion and possible dis­

agreement. The issue has to do with the analystic or syn­

thetic nature of first philosophy. 

More positively, I would like to see work done on Jacques 

Maritain's brilliant reasoning on knowledge as intentionali~· 
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including his insistence that the act of knowing, although 

an entitative accident in creatures is not constituted by 

its "being-in" but rather by its relation to the other as 

other. Maritain frequently appealed to St. Thomas' insis­

tence that "to know is to be but not to be after the manner 

of a subject." In us, as Maritain maintained, " ... to know 

is to be the other as other." His work on intentionality 

suggests to me several questions pertaining to the meta­

physics of God and the analogy between God and creatures 

so far as cognition is concerned: 

1. If "to know" is not to be a subject, on the one 

hand; 

2. If "to know" in us is to be an object and, since to 

know is not the being through which we are subjects, then 

"to know" is somehow located in the predicamental and hence 

accidental order; 

3. If "to know" is, hence, non-subjectivity, predica­

mentality, objectivity, relationship in us, then cannot the 

analogy of knowledge as said of God and creatures involve 

negating predicamentality, objectivity and relationship, 

While retaining being, but not being after the manner of 

a subject, thus concluding to God's transcendence in the 

order of knowledge of both objectivity and subjectivity? 

There is a wealth of unmined material in Maritain that could 

be disengaged by scholars on this topic. 

Finally, I want to agree with Father McCool that there 

is little in common between Maritain's epistemology and 

Father Bernard Lonergan's. Therefore.- unlike Father 
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McCool - I fail to see the possibility of a "fruitful di­

alogue," in this case a dialogue between realism and ideal­

ism; I can only see a marshalling of positions which cannot 

be compromised on the threat of each position ceasing to be 

itself. Again, I can discover no affinity, even remote, 

between Maritain and the school of Transcendental Thomism. 

In this vein, might I emphasize that Maritain's critique 

of Husserl's phenomenology in The Degrees of Knowledge is 

the most penetrating and even savage of which I know. Mari­

tain insists that Husserl's approach smacks of bad faith, 

that the reconstruction accomplished in knowledge after the 

"bracketing" of existence so dear to phenomenologists, 

simply re-does artificially what is already given realistic­

ally before the "brackets" are placed arbitrarily around 

existence. After all, if the phenomenological method would 

remain true to the data of intending consciousness, as it 

claims to do, then the first and crucial datum to be adverted 

is the truth that man knows, intends, that which is not know­

ing but that which transcends the act of knowing in that 

very act, namely being. As Maritain pointed out in The Deg­

rees, the idealist and phenomenologist trick of talking about 

an "inside" and an "outside" makes sense only in terms of 

spatiality, and not in terms of consciousness. 

As Maritain often painfully pointed out, what is first, 

namely, being, can be set aside only at the risk of convert­

ing philosophy into an arbitrary game in which men pretend 

that what is there is not there in order to get on with the 

play. It is to the eternal glory of the epistemology of 
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Jacques Maritain that he refused to abide by the rules of 

a game which he resolutely declined to play because he 

understood philosophy to be something altogether higher 

and more noble. With these few words of comment on Fathex 

McCool's highly interesting and splendidly organized paper 

I wish to confess my own debt to the wisdom of Jacques 

Maritain. Like all of us here, I have learned much from 

him, so much that it would be impossible to understand my 

own professional life had he not been the benediction that 

he was to all of us. 
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York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959), p. 80, foot­
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