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In What is Philosophy? the distinguished philosopher Dietrich von 
Hildebrand analyses the datum of knowledge itself in its different 
forms, from the most casual perception of some object in our naïve 
experience to "a priori knowledge," taken as consisting of absolutely 
certain insights into "necessary essences." 
   Plato's central teaching about that kind of human knowledge which 
transcends the world of time and of becoming is here purified, clari-
fied and deepened. Precise lines are meticulously drawn which distin-
guish empirical knowledge, such as is found in the physical sciences, 
from a priori knowledge, as it can be attained in mathematics, logic 
and philosophy. Most importantly, von Hildebrand draws lines which 
distinguish fruitful a priori knowledge ("synthetic a priori") from mere 
tautologies. Von Hildebrand's method is thus sharply opposed to the 
analytic school of philosophy. 
   The book illuminates in a unique way the epistemological thought of 
earlier philosophers including Plato, Augustine, Descartes and Kant. 
Fundamentally it expresses the driving principle of "back to the things 
themselves" which attracted so many outstanding thinkers at the start 
of the twentieth century and constituted the basis of Phenomenology. 
In this classic work, von Hildebrand affords the reader the chance to 
understand phenomenology and to appreciate Husserl's revolutionary 
early insights, as well as to criticize his later idealism. 
   An extensive introductory essay by Josef Seifert puts the work into a 
historical and systematic perspective and relates it to present-day An-
glo-Saxon thought. 
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EDITOR'S INTRODUCTORY ESSAY 1

A short biographical note 

     Dietrich von Hildebrand was born in 1889 in Florence, as the sixth 
child and only son of the German sculptor Adolf von Hildebrand, who 
created many famous works, such as the Hubertusbrunnen in Munich. 
Adolf von Hildebrand was also an original thinker and wrote an influ-
ential book on aesthetics, The Problem of Form. The personalities of 
his parents and of his five older sisters, among whom the outstanding 
painter Lisl (Elisabeth Brewster) deserves a special mention, formed 
the young Hildebrand (Gogo as his friends called him) as much as the 
beauty of Italy, of art and of music, which he loved intensely. 
     In spite of the great effect his family had on him, neither their ethi-
cal relativism nor their liberal protestantism which accepted Christ 
only as an extraordinary human being, influenced him. Even as a 
small boy he argued against his sisters' and father's ethical relativism 
and from early childhood on he had a strong faith in the divinity of 
Jesus Christ totally against the beliefs of his family. 
     His father, whose house was a center of art and culture, visited by 
the greatest European artists and musicians of the day, hired re-
nowned scholars to give his son an excellent private education at 
home. At the age of seventeen, Hildebrand enrolled as a student of 
                                                           
1 This Introductory Essay was written for the present (third) English edition of 
Hildebrand's What is Philosophy? I wish to acknowledge the extensive constructive 
criticisms and valuable suggestions I have received from my colleague Professor Barry 
Smith in writing it.  
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philosophy at the University of Munich, where he studied with Hans 
Lipps and Alexander Pfänder, to switch in 1909 to Göttingen, where 
he pursued his studies under Edmund Husserl, the father of phe-
nomenology, and Adolf Reinach, who in 1910 had become 
Hildebrand's only philosophical teacher and remained his real phi-
losophical model.2

     Max Scheler, too, had a great impact on Hildebrand's philosophic 
thought. His first major book, Formalism in Ethics and a Non-Formal 
Ethics of Value (1913), had brought great fame to Scheler and his phi-
losophic brilliance as well as the extraordinary charm of his personal-
ity made him an influential figure in Germany. As a young student 
Hildebrand became Scheler's closest personal friend and remained so 
for many years (1908-21). He organized privately paid courses of lec-
tures given by Scheler in Göttingen after the latter had to leave the 
University of Munich because of a private scandal. In the demagogi-
cally conducted show-trial against Scheler, Hildebrand also defended 
Scheler against personal attacks and calumnies. But Hildebrand was 
not uncritical of a certain lack of discipline and of other negative traits 
in Scheler's academic and personal character. Hildebrand was there-
fore not his student in the sense of being his disciple. Moreover, in his 
doctoral work on ethics Hildebrand had already made quite inde-
pendent discoveries. Developing the idea of "value response" as an af-
firmation of goods for the sake of their inherent objective value rather 
than for the sake of their fulfilling our quest for happiness, he distin-
guished two radically distinct points of view of motivation: the "intrin-
sic good" of value and the merely subjectively satisfying. Hildebrand 
also developed an explanation of moral evil as not grounded in igno-

                                                           
2 The very active role Hildebrand must have played in Husserl's seminars in Göttingen 
is reflected by the oral account of his friend and fellow student of this time, Sigfried 
Johannes Hamburger. Hamburger claimed that Hildebrand regularly intervened in 
those seminars in order to explain to the students what Husserl had said; then he ex-
plained to Husserl what the students had meant. And sometimes he explained to 
Husserl what he himself had really intended to say. 
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rance or error but in a choice guided by an entirely different point of 
view of motivation than the good action: one's own subjective satisfac-
tion - in indifference to the question of the intrinsic good. Hand in 
hand with this went a critique of Scheler's explanation of good and evil 
as stemming from right and wrong value-preferences of the higher or 
lower value. 
     In 1914 Hildebrand converted to Catholicism and wrote thereafter 
many religious books, the most important ones of which deal with 
marriage, sexual ethics, and the transformation in Christ.3 Hildebrand 
became one chief promoter of a new Catholic philosophy and theol-
ogy of marriage in which the one-sided emphasis on procreation and 
education of children was broken and the central significance of per-
sonal love as key for understanding the value of sex was emphasized. 
Hildebrand in this connection even gave rise to a change in the previ-
ous Catholic terminology according to which the generation and edu-
cation of offspring had been defined as the "first end" of marriage. He 
distinguished "meaning" and "end," and spoke of the fulfilment of love 
as the primary meaning of the sexual act, as distinct from its "first end" 
(procreation). These contributions led to a certain revolution in 
Catholic teaching on marriage during the last decades, culminating in 
the theology of the human body presented by Pope John II according 
to which the deepest essence of the human body consists in its becom-
ing a gift and fulfilling the mutual gift of spousal love. Even religiously 
motivated celibacy is conceived both by Hildebrand and by Pope John 

                                                           
3 His book on marriage was published in 1928 in German, and in 1942 in the first 
English edition. Dietrich von Hildebrand, Marriage, 4th edn (Manchester, NH: 
Sophia Institute Press, 1984); see also his In Defense of Purity (London: Sheed and 
Ward, 1931); latest edition (Steubenville, Ohio: Franciscan University Press, 1989); 
Transformation in Christ (New York: Longmans/Green, 1948; latest edition Manches-
ter, NH: Sophia Institute Press, 1990). His positive vision of sexuality in marriage and 
his philosophy of love as the central meaning of marriage, at first sharply opposed by 
some Catholic circles, became influential for the thought of the Popes from Pius XII 
to John Paul II and for the doctrine of marriage of the Second Vatican Council. 
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Paul II as a gift of love to God proper to incarnated persons. In later 
years, Hildebrand also published a number of books on the Church 
crisis in the sixties and seventies. All his religious books contain a 
strong philosophical dimension. 
     Hildebrand's independence of mind manifested itself especially in 
his unrelenting fight against racism and against other elements of the 
Nazi ideology. Since the unsuccessful Hitler Putsch of 1923 on the 
Nazi hit-list, Hildebrand had to flee in 1933 to Austria. In Vienna, 
through a journal which he founded,4 Hildebrand fought uncompro-
misingly against the Nazi-ideology, uninfluenced by any of his friends 
or by public figures and churchmen who tried to see some good points 
in Hitler's activities and ideas and warned him against the dangers for 
his own life after Hitler had declared him a degenerate enemy of the 
German people. In 1938, when the Nazis entered Austria, he had to 
flee again hours after the Anschluss. He went - via Switzerland, France, 
and South America - to New York, where he taught, until his retire-
ment, at Fordham University. He died on January 26, 1977 in New 
Rochelle, N.Y. 
     On Hildebrand's doctoral thesis, The Idea of a Moral Action, 
Husserl wrote: "This dissertation I have studied with great joy. I would 
almost say that the genius of Adolf von Hildebrand was inherited by 
his son, the author, in the form of a philosophic genius. In fact, in this 
work we find the manifestation of a rare gift to draw on the depths of 
phenomenological intuition, to analyze the object of these intuitions 
sharply and to capture them by means of the most rigorous method . . 
. I can propose for this important thesis only the grade opus exi-
mium."5

                                                           
4The title of the journal was Der christliche Ständestaat. Articles he published there on 
the errors of Nazi ideology and sections of his more than 2000 pages (hitherto unpub-
lished) memoirs are scheduled to be published in the Spring of 1991in German. 
5Translation mine, J.S. The full text, edited by Karl Schuhmann, is contained in 
Aletheia 5 (forthcoming).  
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     Husserl commented on the book extensively6 and published it in 
the Jahrbuch fur Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung. 
Husserl and his collaborators Scheler, Reinach, and Geiger also pub-
lished in their journal Hildebrand's second book (his Habilitation-
sthese) on Morality and Ethical Value Cognition, a book known for its 
penetrating studies of different kinds and roots of moral value blind-
ness. 
     Among his many works, the most important philosophical books, 
besides the ones already mentioned and his What is Philosophy? 
(1960), are his Ethics (1957)7, his Metaphysics of Community (in Ger-
man 1931), his The Essence of Love (1971, also in German), his post-
humously published work Moralia (1980) and his 2 volume study, Aes-
thetics I and II (1977, 1984, also so far available only in German).8

 
 

                                                           
6 The only other book in Husserl's library so carefully worked through is Heidegger's 
Being and Time. See on this Karl Schuhmann, "Husserl and Hildebrand," Aletheia 5 
(forthcoming).  
7This book appeared in 1957 under the misleading title "Christian Ethics" which de-
scribed only the last chapter of the work. Therefore, from the second edition on, 
Hildebrand changed the title.  
8Dietrich von Hildebrand, Ethics, 2nd edn (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1978); 
What is Philosophy?, 2nd edn (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1960; Chicago: Franciscan Herald 
Press, 1973); Die Idee der sittlichen Handlung, in: Jahrbuch fiir Philosophie and 
phdnomenologische Forschung, Bd. III (Halle a.d.S.: Niemeyer, 1916; 2nd edn, 1930; 
Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 3rd edn, 1969); Sittlichkeit and 
ethische Werterkenntnis, in: Jahrbuch für Philosophie and phänomenologische For-
schung, Bd. V (Halle a.d.S.: Niemeyer, 1922; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchge-
sellschaft, 2nd edn, 1969; Valendar-Schönstatt: Parris Verlag, 3rd edn, 1982); Ästhetik 
1, Gesammelte Werke, Bd. V (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1977); Ästhetik 2, Gesammelte 
Werke, Bd. VI (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1984); Metaphysik der Gemeinschaft, Gesam-
melte Werke, Bd. IV (Regensburg: Habbel, 4th edn, 1975); Das Wesen der Liebe, in: 
Hildebrand, Gesammelte Werke, Bd. III (Regensburg-Stuttgart: Habbel/Kohlhammer, 
1971); Moralia, Gesammelte Werke Bd. IX (Regensburg: Habbel, 1980). 
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Hildebrand's What is Philosophy? 
 

     Hildebrand's What is Philosophy? is - with respect to its quality - a 
philosophical classic, though it is recognized only by few to be such.9 I 
shall briefly explain both why it is a great book and why its impor-
tance has not been more widely recognized. 
     To achieve this purpose, I shall consider briefly: 1. The historical 
background of the work in the early development of phenomenology, 
2. Dietrich von Hildebrand's contribution to the methodology of phe-
nomenological realism, 3. The importance of the present book for the 
critique of transcendental idealism, 4. Anglo-Saxon empiricism and 
Hildebrand's more radical "empiricism of essences", 5. Hildebrand's 
What is Philosophy? as radical objectivist apriorism. 

The historical background of the work in the early develop-
ment of phenomenology 

     It passes for a rather well-known fact that the thinkers united in the 
so-called "phenomenological movement" shared no clearly defined 
philosophical tenets. It is usually supposed that they were united 
somehow with respect to the method of philosophy. Neither one of 
these views is true, however, when taken at face value. Certainly, the 
phenomenological movement was, during its first phase, relatively 
united with respect both to certain important theses and to the con-
ception of the phenomenological method. This is true especially for 
the so-called Munich-Göttingen phenomenological circle, particularly 

                                                           
9An earlier and shorter version of What is Philosophy? was published in 1950 in Ger-
man under the title Vom Sinn philosophischen Fragens and Erkennens (Bonn: Han-
stein, 1950).  
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for the years immediately following the publication of Husserl's Logi-
cal Investigations.10 During that time, a number of students went from 
the University of Munich to Göttingen in order to study under 
Husserl. Most of them had been students of Theodor Lipps and went 
to Göttingen, at the latter's suggestion, in spite of the fact that Lipps 
himself had defended precisely the kind of psychologistic logic which 
Husserl's Logical Investigations had criticized so sharply. 
     Husserl had objected to psychologistic logic chiefly on the grounds 
that it was empiricist and as such unable to explain the necessity of 
logical laws. This necessity, Husserl argued, can in no way be derived 
from vague and contingent laws concerning actual events of thinking 
on the part of individual human subjects nor from mere tautologies or 
definitions of logical terms. Husserl had objected likewise to the sub-
jectivism of psychologism (and of the Neo-Kantianism with which it 
became associated), arguing that the laws of logic in their strict essen-
tial necessity are binding for every thinking being because they are 
grounded in objective logical essences and therefore are independent 
of any empirical psychological laws as well as of any subjective phe-
nomena. He had thus defended both the strict necessity and the objec-
tivity of logical laws. 
     On similar grounds, Husserl had also criticized sharply the relativ-
ism inherent in psychologism. By going back to things themselves, i.e. 
(in this connection) to an uninhibited intuition and painstaking 
analysis of the logical data and the essences of judgment, truth, verifi-
cation, etc., Husserl introduced a new, objectivist philosophical 
method, a method which consisted in a rigorous return to "things 
themselves" as they present themselves in experience. From this new 
method Husserl expected a greater perfection and a renewal of all ar-
eas of philosophical research. Philosophy - hitherto in his eyes a set of 

                                                           
10This work which gave rise to the phenomenological movement was published in 
Germany in 1900/01. See Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, trans]. J.N. Findlay, 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 1970).  
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vague and misleading theories - was to become a pure and rigorous 
science, able to progress from the level of private opinion to become 
an intersubjective possession of all philosophers who would be ready 
and willing to adopt the new objective science of "phenomenology." 
     Yet how can logic be grounded by a method whose starting point is 
experience? Can experiences give rise to anything but a vague psy-
chology of human thinking? Husserl answers this question by distin-
guishing, in addition to sense-experiences or sensuous intuitions, also 
what he calls "categorial intuitions" which relate to objective universal 
essences and to essential laws. We reach these when we turn aside 
from the mere factualities of the objects of experience and concentrate 
upon their pure essences. 
     Such essences, Husserl claims, are strictly necessary, universal, 
timeless, objective and wholly independent of human subjectivity. 
They bind our consciousness not because of some empirical or other 
subjective necessity of thinking but rather because all real and possible 
minds, when and insofar as they think correctly, are thereby subject to 
those purely logical essences and laws inasmuch as they understand 
them in their intrinsic necessity. 
     Husserl's philosophy appeared at the turn of the century to be a 
new breakthrough to a classical objectivism of the sort which had not 
been defended so strongly since Leibniz - an objectivism to which 
Hume and Kant seemed to have dealt deadly blows from which earlier 
brands of objectivist philosophies, especially the systems of dogmatic 
metaphysics denigrated by Kant, were never again to recover. And yet 
here, in Husserl, the objectivism of classical and medieval thought 
seemed to have risen once more to its highest splendour.  
     Husserl did not remain alone in holding these views, but was soon 
surrounded by students and collaborators who held similar positions 
both on method and on the fundamental contents of the new objectiv-
ist philosophy and conception of logic. Johannes Daubert, Max 
Scheler, Adolf Reinach (the most precise analyst in the Mu-
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nich-Göttingen circle and a very original thinker in his own right), 
Alexander Pfänder and Moritz Geiger developed a phenomenological 
philosophy which was fundamentally identical to that of Husserl and 
rehabilitated, against psychologism and Neo-Kantianism, the Pla-
tonic-Augustinian philosophy of "eternal truths" which had domi-
nated Western philosophy until Leibniz.11 The early realist phenome-
nology gave a new methodological and "modern" foundation to this 
"classical" realist philosophy of necessary truths. 
     That a question cannot be true, that a proposition expressive of a 
judgment cannot simultaneously both be true and false, that colours 
must be extended in at least two dimensions, that a promise engenders 
a claim on the part of the promisee and an obligation to fulfil it on the 
part of the promisor, that an act of doubt of all truth necessarily pre-
supposes the real existence of the subject of such doubt, that the 
straight line is the shortest connection between two points, that moral 
values presuppose a free subject - all these states of affairs and count-
less others are necessarily such as to obtain. Hence the propositions 
which assert these necessary states of affairs are necessarily true and 
no consciousness could make them false or is needed to "constitute" 
their truth 
     And none of these and similar propositions can be reduced to tau-
tologies. Their truth does not become evident from mere definitions 
of the terms of the subject of these propositions but can only become 
evident by a "categorial intuition" into the essences of the things in 
question. And none of these a priori principles and states of affairs can 
be reduced to subjective forms of thought and perception. 

                                                           
11 We speak here in general terms and are aware of the fact that nominalism and other 
movements in medieval philosophy had denied such "eternal verities" and that René 
Descartes, in holding that they are created by God, had called the eternal truths into 
question before the post-Leibnizean empiricist and idealist assaults on them. Never-
theless, the leading medieval philosophers including, especially, Thomas Aquinas and 
St. Bonaventure, and early modern philosophers, especially Descartes in his Medita-
tions, justify our generalizing statement. 
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     Why is this important?, the reader might wonder. Why is it that 
Adolf Reinach could deem the existence of such essential necessities 
so important that he could even go as far as to say that "when one 
thinks the matter through to the end", they are part of "that which is 
most important in the entire world?"12 Because no truth, no logic, no 
mathematics, no value, no ethics, no knowledge, no science, no per-
son, no love, no striving for good and avoiding evil, no God - are 
knowable or even possible without the existence of such a priori nec-
essary elements. Therefore, if these are just subjective constructions, as 
Kant or Hume, Humberto Maturana or Michael A. Arbib hold, our 
whole world is transformed into "pure imagination (Vorstellung)," to 
speak with Schopenhauer. Then we are enclosed, as Friedrich 
Nietzsche put it, in the "spider webs of our thoughts" and "should de-
spair if we could even look for one moment outside the prison-walls of 
our subjectivity" where no values, no meaning, and no purposes exist 
and nothingness reigns. Complete relativism and nihilism follow, in 
the last analysis, if a priori essences are denied - even if this is realized 
by few authors. Therefore not only the question of their existence but 
also that of their nature and objectivity are of the utmost importance. 
     Essential necessities and their objectivity had been defended by 
Husserl in the Logical Investigations (1900/01), as mentioned above. In 
1905, however, when Husserl gave the Vienna lectures later published 
under the title The Idea of Phenomenology13, Husserl adopted a tran-

                                                           
12 Adolf Reinach, "Über Phänomenologie," in: Adolf Reinach, Sämtliche Werke Texk-
ritiscbe Ausgabe in zwei Bänden, Bd. I: Die Werke, Teil I: Kritische Neuausgabe 
(1905-14), Ted 11: Nachgelassene Texte (1906-17); ed. Barry Smith and Karl 
Schuhmann (München and Wien: Philosophic Verlag, 1989), pp. 531-50, 543 (my 
own translation). 
13 See Edmund Husserl, The Idea of Phenomenology, transl. by William P. Alston and 
George Nakhnikian (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964), particularly lecture III, pp. 
33-42, where Husserl speaks of "pure phenomena," "absolutely immanent data as the 
object of phenomenology, which gives evidence to the influence of Kant's Critique. 
See also ibid., lecture V, pp. 52-60, in which Husserl speaks of the constitution of 
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scendental phenomenology which was much influenced by his read-
ing of Kant's Critique of Pure Reason and which indeed contained a 
more radical subjectivism even than that of Kant: Not only did 
Husserl come to embrace the conviction that man can reach neither 
any strictly absolute essential necessities nor any transcendent being 
of "things in themselves"; he held indeed that it made no sense to 
speak of a being in itself, independent of human subjectivity. He 
thought, more radically than Kant, that all objects of human con-
sciousness are entirely constituted by transcendental subjective con-
sciousness and dependent on it, and that the idea of being and reality 
outside of the limits of the sphere of noemata and of the intentional 
objects of human consciousness was an outright absurdity.14  

                                                                                                                             
time-consciousness and individual essence as well as of the constitution of different 
modes of objectivity. 
“And the object is not a thing which is put into cognition as into a sack, as if cognition 
were a completely empty form, one and the same empty sack in which now this, now 
that is placed. But in givenness we see that the object is constituted in cognition ...," (p. 
59)  
14 The most important texts on this are not translated into English. See Husserl, Die 
Idee der Phänomenologie (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1959), II and III Beilage, pp. 81-3: 

Could not an omnipotent . . . liar-spirit have created my soul in such a way . . . that 
of all the objects which it intends . . . nothing would exist? . . . Perhaps there is 
nothing at all outside of myself . . . The transcendent . . . can in principle not be 
experienced . . . transcendent knowledge (seems to be) impossible.  

See also E. Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, trans]. D. Cairns, 5th impression (The 
Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1973), IV, 73, pp. 83-6:  

Transcendency in every form is an immanent existential characteristic, constituted 
within the ego. Every imaginable meaning, every imaginable being, whether the 
latter is called immanent or transcendent, falls within the domain of transcenden-
tal subjectivity . . that constitutes meaning and being . . If transcendental subjectiv-
ity is the universe of possible sense, then an outside is precisely - nonsense . . . 
phenomenology is eo ipso "transcendental idealism," though . . . not psychological 
idealism . . . Nor is it Kantian idealism, which believes it can leave open, at least as 
a limiting concept, the possibility of a world of things in themselves. 
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     In this way, Husserl abandoned the central idea of the Logical In-
vestigations that we can reach objective essential necessities which are 
equally true and valid in any possible world - for any thinking being - 
because they are transcendent to, and independent of, any and all hu-
man consiousness and from any and all constituting activity.15 Tran-
scendental phenomenology, with its methodological and metaphysical 
implications, was not shared by the majority of the members of the 
Munich-Göttingen circle. It also made Husserl in many ways much 
more similar to Kant than to other philosophers who were called phe-
nomenologists, and who were among his most outstanding followers 
and students, such as Reinach.16

     Leaving even aside various later developments within the phe-
nomenological movement, particularly those associated with the 
names of Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
and others, let us insist on the difference between Husserl's later theo-
retical stance in comparison to that expressed in the Logical Investiga-
tions not only as concerns the content of philosophy, but also as con-
cerns its method. From 1905, and even more clearly from 1913 on, 
Husserl's conception of phenomenology was marked by a sharp con-
trast to that of the phenomenological realists in Munich and Göttin-
gen who remained faithful to the earlier thinking of their "master" - as 
they called him. 
     For the philosophical approach of this school of "phenomenological 
realists" Adolf Reinach became the first spokesman, for example in his 
lecture, On Pbenomenology, and also in his magnum opus, The Apriori 

                                                           
15 See E. Husserl, Logical Investigations, op. cit, p. 140: 
    What is true is absolutely, intrinsically true: truth is one and the same, whether men 
or non-men, angels or gods apprehend and       judge it. Logical laws speak of truth in 
this ideal unity set over against the real multiplicity of races, individuals and experi-
ences, and it is of this ideal unity that we all speak when we are not confused by rela-
tivism. 
16 See Josef Seifert, (London/Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987). 
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in Civil Law of 1913.17 In these writings, Reinach analyses the nature 
of phenomenology as a faithful and precise investigation of essences 
and of essentially necessary states of affairs related to them. He applies 
the phenomenological method in such lucid analyses as prompted 
Hedwig Conrad-Martius, in her preface to his "Concerning Phenome-
nology," to call Reinach "den Phänomenologen an sich and als sol-
chen," the phenomenologist par excellence.18

     He extends Husserl's critique of the subjectivistic and psychologis-
tic interpretation of logical laws, seeking to establish the absolute ne-
cessity of essences and of essential laws in all spheres where these 
arise, whether they concern colours, acts of promising or command-
ing or apologizing, mathematical or other spheres of objects. 
     Max Scheler had spoken in this context of a "material" 
(non-formal) a priori, i.e., of necessary and intelligible objects of cog-
nition which cannot be reduced to tautologies and linguistic defini-
tions of corresponding terms. In whatever way we "redefine" such 
terms, the given essential necessities remain the same. They so little 
depend on definitions - as analytical propositions in fact do - that they 
even condemn certain definitions as absurd if they contradict the es-
sences in question. For example, if I distinguish among morally good 
acts a group of "non-free morally good acts", then my definition is as 
absurd as is the definition of a square circle as "a geometric plane fig-

                                                           
17 See Adolf Reinach, "Concerning Phenomenology," transl. Dallas Willard, The Per-
sonalist 50 (Spring 1969), pp. 194-221. Reprinted in Perspectives in Philosophy, ed. 
Robert N. Beck (New York: Holt, Reinhart, & Winston, 1961 and 1969). See likewise 
A. Reinach, "The Apriori Foundations of the Civil Law," transl. J.F. Crosby, Aletheia 
111 (1983), pp. xxxiii-xxxv; 1-142. The original works are A. Reinach, "Ober 
Phänomenologie," in: Adolf Reinach, Sämtliche Werke, ed. Barry Smith and Karl 
Schuhmann, op. cit., pp. 531-50. See also Adolf Reinach, "Die apriorischen Grundla-
gen des bürgerlichen Rechts," in: Sämtliche Werke, ibid., pp. 141-278.  
18 See Hedwig Conrad-Martius, Preface to Adolf Reinach, Was ist Phänomenologie? 
(München: Kösel, 1951), p. 7; "Concerning Phenomenology," ibid. See also Reinach, 
"The Apriori Foundations of the Civil Law," transl. John F. Crosby, op. cit., pp. 1-142. 
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ure which is both such that each point on its periphery is equidistant 
from a center M and which has four straight sides of equal length." For 
it belongs to the essence of moral values that they presuppose free-
dom, just as it belongs to the essence of circles that they cannot be 
square. In such manner, essential necessities govern, to some extent, 
the meaning of definitions themselves. Therefore they can obviously 
not be explained as deriving from nothing but definitions. The same 
non-derivability of material a priori laws follows from the fact that the 
necessity in question remains, whatever the definition, whereas purely 
analytical necessities dissolve as soon as other definitions are chosen. 
For example, a vieillard is necessarily old (by definition) and a bache-
lor is necessarily unmarried (by definition) and these are tautologies 
grounded in definitions. But nothing in an old man or in a bachelor 
makes their state of being old or unmarried necessary - apart from the 
definitions. Therefore, as soon as I use another definition, such as "this 
man," the necessity dissolves and the man is neither necessarily un-
married nor necessarily old. In cases of authentic essential necessities, 
the necessity remains regardless of any change of definition. 
     Reinach thought that there is an inexhaustible plenitude of such es-
sential necessities in all areas of being. He attempts to show that we 
are dealing here with necessary facts which objectively cannot be dif-
ferent from what they are, which are intelligible to our cognition and 
which can become evident to us. Here Reinach asserted, more strongly 
even than the Husserl of the first edition of the Logical Investigations, 
the mind-independent nature of these essential laws. In pursuing this 
line of thought, Reinach criticized - more explicitly than Husserl had 
done before - Kant's interpretation of the a priori as founded in the 
subject. Moreover, Reinach insisted that any innatism, according to 
which we are born with a priori ideas, as well as any kind of psycholo-
gism, must fail to do justice to the phenomenological datum of this es-
sential necessity of logical laws or of the corresponding a priori struc-
tures in reality, a necessity which exists in itself and yet gives itself 
with indubitable certainty to the knowing subject. To show that this is 
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so by a variety of new distinctions, and to give arguments on behalf of 
this position, is what Chapter 4 of the present work undertakes to do. 
     Reinach insisted, furthermore, in a sense against Husserl who sug-
gested that all psychology and all sciences of the real are empirical, that 
not only ideal meanings such as logical entities but also real entities, 
for example motion, and in particular personal acts such as perceiv-
ing, dreaming, promising, etc. possess necessary essences. Of course, 
Husserl himself presupposes this in much of what he says about "re-
gional ontologies" and causality;19 he admits this implicitly also by his 
essential analyses of acts and of their relations to their objects, but he 
still defends the general view that a priori sciences refer only to ideal 
unities of meaning, not to the real.20 In this view of Husserl lies one 
motive for his turn to transcendental idealism. The ego which he in-
vestigated could not be understood as the real ego (which for him 
would have been the object of empirical psychology), but had to be in-
terpreted as a sort of "ideal" or transcendental ego. The later Husserl 
did not recognize that intelligible and necessary essences and states of 
affairs - when they are the essences of all real beings in any possible 
world - allow the philosopher to find laws by which also the transcen-
dent world of reality and of experience is governed. 
     Let us give a few examples of essentially necessary facts which gov-
ern each real being in this as in any possible world, bearing in mind 
that each of these examples would require a more careful treatment. 

                                                           
19 See on this, for example, Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenol-
ogy, transl. W.R. Gibson (1931), 2nd edn (New York: Macmillan, 1967), Bk II and III; 
Cartesian Meditations, op. cit. 
20Concerning the alleged unbridgeable gap between sciences of the real and those of 
the ideal, according to Husserl, see the following text: 

The psychologist logicians ignore the fundamental, essential, never-to-be-bridged 
gulf between ideal and real laws, between normative and causal regulation, be-
tween logical and real necessity, between logical and real grounds. No conceivable 
gradation could mediate between the ideal and the real. (Logical Investigations, 
op. cit., p. 104.) 
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Motion presupposes necessarily time and can take place only during a 
specific "individual span of time"; it always fills more time than the 
unextended instant, always takes up a concrete part of the continuum 
of time. It admits changes of speed, of direction, etc. without ceasing 
to be the same act of motion. Motion is by its essence absolute and not 
relative (so-called relative motion presupposes absolute one), can oc-
cur without change of location of the object (as in the spinning of a 
top) or traverse space in such a way that it continuously moves 
through an infinite diversity of "places," etc.21

     Or think of some essential laws regarding sense perception. Sense 
perception requires a certain immediate "bodily" self-presence of the 
perceived object as opposed to objects whose existence we can only 
infer. Sense perception always has some intentional object, i.e., an ob-
ject which is "bodily self-present," of which it is the perception and 
towards which it is consciously directed. The object of sense percep-
tion is clearly distinct from perception itself; it has colour or other 
sensible predicates, none of which can possibly be possessed by sense 
perception itself which is characterized by other essential marks, such 
as presupposing necessarily a subject or "I," the conscious living of 
perception "from within," etc. Moreover, the act of sense perception 
necessarily excludes being the object of other sense perceptions; I can 
never see my seeing, hear my hearing, nor can I hear my seeing, etc. 
     Or take the case of promising mentioned above. The act of promis-
ing is in need of being heard by its addressee; otherwise it does not ex-
ist but is only an attempted promise. Yet it differs from other "social 
acts" which stand in need of being "heard," such as an act of declaring 
my will. Such a declaration of will, to which some philosophers wish 
to reduce promising, may cause expectations but it does not engender 
any bond of claim and obligation and differs entirely from promis-

                                                           
21Cf. Reinach, "Über das Wesen der Bewegung," in: Reinach, Sämtliche Werke, op. cit., 
pp. 551-88. 
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ing.22 Upon being "heard," the promise by necessity engenders in the 
promisee a claim to its fulfilment, but a claim which as such can only 
exist vis-à-vis the person who makes the promise. In him - and neces-
sarily not in the recipient of the promise or in some other person - 
there arises an obligation to fulfil the content of the promise. Upon 
fulfilment of this content, the claim becomes non-existent (is extin-
guished). A promise necessarily requires an object which is distinct 
from itself; it can never be its own object. A promise directed towards 
oneself is intrinsically impossible, as is a promise directed towards an 
inanimate object or a plant. The obligation resulting from it can in 
most cases be cancelled by the recipient of the promise, not however 
by its subject. 
     These and countless other real and ideal necessary essences and es-
sential relations, however many further differentiations they call for, 
are not only of an empirical, psychological nature but possess strict 
essential necessity. They are grounded in the being-such and in the 
having-to-be-such of the respective things themselves. 
     In this way, Reinach says himself that he solved the Kantian prob-
lem of the transcendental deduction by dissolving it, by showing that 
it is an unnecessary pseudo-problem. He affirmed that it is unneces-
sary to demonstrate how "subjective a priori forms" dominate the ob-
jective world of our experience and of its objects - because it is evident 
that as soon as we discover truly essential and intrinsic necessities, we 
understand that these are not subjective forms of thinking and that 
they dominate - simply in virtue of their essential necessity - not only 
our experience but any real being in any possible world that falls un-
der these essences.23

                                                           
22 Reinach, "The Apriori Foundations of the Civil Law," op. cit. 
23 See Reinach, "Concerning Phenomenology," op. cit. See also Reinach, "Kant's Inter-
pretation of Hume's Problem," transl. J.N. Mohanty, Southwestern Journal of Philoso-
phy, 7, 161-88. 
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     Another very important point emphasized by Reinach in his phe-
nomenology of cognition is the receptivity of the act of cognition 
which was denied in the "Copernical Turn" described by Kant in the 
Preface to the second edition of his Critique of Pure Reason. There 
Kant holds that philosophers have always assumed that our cognition 
is formed by its object and so dependent on it. Since they have been 
unable to solve the fundamental problems of metaphysics that way, we 
should, he argues, try the opposite hypothesis, namely that the objects 
of cognition are shaped by our cognition of them. Reinach attempts to 
refute this fundamental thesis of German idealism, widespread also in 
many empiricist theories of knowledge which explain cognition as a 
construction of the world. This he does by means of a pure phenome-
nology of the essence of knowledge and of its intentional directedness. 
The intentional direction in cognition goes from the object to the sub-
ject, consists in a disclosing of that which is to our mind. Even if we 
deny this, and hold that knowledge is a production of its object, we 
presuppose the receptivity of this knowledge. For only if the idealist, 
when claiming the creative nature of knowledge, is expressing his dis-
covery of what knowledge is really like, could he truly know that 
knowledge is creative and not receptive. Otherwise he would only 
construe something which is not. But if he has to discover the creativ-
ity of knowledge in order to know it, he contradicts his own claim that 
knowledge is productive, and thus precisely not discovering, of the 
properties of objects. The denial of the fundamental receptivity of all 
cognition, and in particular of philosophical cognition, leads in this 
way to contradiction. By elaborating this contradiction by means of a 
phenomenology of the receptive essence of cognition as well as by a 
careful analysis of those truly spontaneous (non-receptive) acts associ-
ated with knowledge such as asserting, Reinach demonstrates the vio-
lation of the datum of knowledge which occurs as soon as cognition is 
interpreted as constitution or as creation and production of an object. 
These points, which Hildebrand was to explain further, were also un-
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folded in Reinach's major work on The A priori Foundation of the 
Civil Law24

     What is in question here is no less than the fate and fundamental 
nature of the phenomenological method. The method of philosophy 
for Reinach, Daubert, Hildebrand and others, on the one hand, and 
for the later Husserl, on the other hand, are not two expressions of the 
same phenomenological philosophical school, but rather two funda-
mental and radical opposites within the history of philosophy. If Rein-
ach's conception of phenomenology is right, then phenomenology is 
capable of renewing again classical philosophy in all its areas, includ-
ing philosophy of man, ethics, metaphysics, etc. The later Husserl's 
conception of philosophy, however, immerses him in modern phi-
losophical thought in its most subjectivistic form. 
     At the Congress, Die Münchener Phänomenologie, held in Munich 
in 1971 in honour of the 100th anniversary of the birth of Alexander 
Pfänder, van Breda emphasized that Reinach introduced an entirely 
new Augustinian element into the phenomenological movement.25 I 
                                                           
24 See the English translation of this work by John Crosby, quoted above, and his ex-
tensive commentary, which relates Reinach's work to contemporary analytical phi-
losophers, such as John Searle, and Austin. Crosby shows how the speech-act theo-
rists, much later than Reinach, discovered important facts which Reinach had discov-
ered before, and also criticizes them for attempting to reduce essential necessities to 
linguistic structures. On the relationship between Reinach and the modern speech act 
theorists cf. John F. Crosby, "Reinach's Discovery of the Social Acts," Aletheia 3 
(1981), pp. 143-94; Klaus Hoffman, "Reinach and Searle on Promising - A Compari-
son," in: K. Mulligan (ed.), Speech Act and Sachverhalt: Reinach and the Foundations 
of Realist Phenomenology, (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1987), pp. 91-106; Kevin 
Mulligan, "Promisings and other Social Acts: Their Constituents and Structure," in: K. 
Mulligan (ed.), Speech Act and Sachverhalt, op. cit., pp. 29-90. See likewise Barry 
Smith, "Ten Conditions on a Theory of Speech Acts," Theoretical Linguistics, 11 
(1984), pp. 311-30; Barry Smith, "Materials towards a History of Speech Act Theory," 
in: A. Eschbach (ed.), Karl Bühler's Theory of Language, (Amsterdam: Benjamin's 
1987). 
25 This is certainly true to a great extent also of Max Scheler, who was even more ex-
plicitly "Augustinian" in a certain phase of his philosophical writing than was Reinach. 
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believe that van Breda did not see that Husserl's Logical Investigations 
themselves were, possibly via Leibniz and in particular via Bolzano, 
influenced by the great Augustinian philosophical tradition also - and, 
more importantly, that they embodied the same "Platonic" philosophy 
of the things themselves as was embraced by Augustine himself.26 
Nevertheless, it is true that a new, albeit "sober" Platonic phenome-
nology (one which recognized the timelessness and absoluteness of 
essential necessities) was introduced much more clearly by Reinach 
than it had ever been intended by Husserl. No wonder, since for Rein-
ach not Husserl but Plato, on whose philosophy he offered courses in 
Göttingen, was the greatest philosopher. In a positive sense, Reinach's 
new Platonism was more "sober" than historical Platonism inasmuch 
as it stayed clear of the latter's free-floating speculations about remi-
niscence, prenatal life of the soul, etc., and inasmuch as Reinach en-
gages in a kind of analytical and precise analysis historically speaking 
more characteristic of Aristotle than of Plato. Negatively speaking, it 
was a more "sober" Platonism inasmuch as it lacked some of the en-
thusiastic and grandiose speculative metaphysical element of historical 
Platonism. 
     With the exception of some excellent analyses of the a priori prob-
lem in Max Scheler27 - analyses which exceed those of Reinach in in-
geniousness and wealth of interesting aspects but lack the precision 
and clarity of Reinach's investigations and which are mixed with some 
gratuitous and unfounded assertions - nobody within the realist 
branch of the phenomenological movement had written as clearly 

                                                           
26 Husserl's chief references to Leihniz and Bolzano are contained in Chapter 10 of the 
"Prolegomena to Pure Logic," Logical Investigations, op. cit., pp. 212-24. 
27 Max Scheler's most important analyses of the a priori are the following: Max 
Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values, trans]. Manfred S. 
Frings and Roger L. Funk (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), pp. 
45110. See on the a priori also Max Scheler, On the Eternal in Man, transl. Bernard 
Noble, (Hamden: Archon Books, 1972), pp. 198-213. 
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about this objectivist concept of phenomenology as had Reinach.28 Of 
course, there were a number of phenomenological authors, such as 
Moritz Geiger, Alexander Pfänder, Max Scheler, Edith Stein, Roman 
Ingarden, Hedwig Conrad-Martius, and others who went in a similar 
direction. Scheler's discussion of the a priori in his Formalism may 
even have preceded that of Reinach.29 Still Reinach made a singularly 
clear contribution towards an objectivist theory of the a priori. 
     The real and fundamental importance of the realist phenomenol-
ogical methodology is largely overlooked even by sympathetic au-
thors, for example, by Herbert Spiegelberg in his book, The Phenome-
nological Movement, even though Spiegelberg himself is a student of 
Alexander Pfänder who with Moritz Geiger, was one of the main rep-
resentatives of the realist phenomenological movement in Munich. 
Pfänder's Logik is one of the great masterpieces of "realist" and objec-
tivist phenomenological analysis. 
     Only recently, through its further systematic development and 
through a new history of phenomenology, as this is being presented 
especially by Barry Smith and Karl Schuhmann, have philosophers 
once again begun to recognize the wrong estimate of Munich, and of 
realist phenomenology in general, as if this brand of phenomenology 

                                                           
28 On other authors see K. Mulligan (ed.), Speech Act and Sachverhalt: Reinach and the 
Foundations of Realist Phenomenology, op. cit. Concerning Daubert's objections to 
idealism, see Karl Schuhmann and Barry Smith, "Against Idealism: Johannes Daubert 
vs. Husserl's Ideas I," Review of Metaphysics, 38, no. 4 (1985), pp. 764-93. See also R.N. 
Smid, "An Early Interpretation of Husserl's Phenomenology: Johannes Daubert and 
the Logical Investigations," Husserl Studies, 2, no. 3 (1985), pp. 26790; and Karl 
Schuhmann and Barry Smith, "Questions: An Essay in Daubertian Phenomenology," 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 37 (1987), pp. 353-84. 
29 In Husserl's Yearbook, it appeared after Scheler's Formalism but in the same year 
(1913). Who was actually first in discovering or discussing an objective "material" a 
priori and to what extent Husserl's Logical Investigations (1900-01) influenced both, 
is a question for historians to explore.  
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had a less developed and less critical methodology than that of 
Husserl. 
     However, partly because Reinach - who died at the early age of 34 - 
did not address the issue with the necessary completeness, and partly 
because he abstained from stating the ultimate implications of his in-
terpretation of phenomenology with respect to a critique of Husserl's 
own conception of phenomenology, his contribution remained unrec-
ognized in its true and crucial significance. 

Dietrich von Hildebrand's contribution to the methodology 
of phenomenological realism 

     It is against this background that one has to see Hildebrand's What 
is Philosophy? as a work of epistemology which continues the contri-
butions of phenomenological realists, particularly that of Reinach, and 
brings to a new level of clarity the conception of phenomenological 
philosophy which Reinach's works imply. The main contributions of 
Hildebrand in the present work, contained mostly in chapters 1, 4 and 
5, are the following: In the first chapter, Hildebrand develops further 
the analysis of the receptivity of knowledge, the character of knowl-
edge as participating receptively in essences and beings which are dis-
covered, not constituted, in the act of cognition. One could speak here 
of a fundamental insight into the non-constituting nature of cogni-
tion. Cognition is in virtue of its necessary essence an intentional and 
receptive act. Inasmuch as an act changes or creates its object, it is not 
knowledge at all. To have emphasized this receptive transcendence of 
knowledge is nothing new with respect to Reinach, but Hildebrand 
elaborated this fundamental trait of cognition qua cognition more 
fully and undertook new efforts to bring it to evidence, for example by 
distinguishing receptivity from passivity and by elaborating an ac-
count of the act of cognitive receiving and of other non-receptive acts 
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that follow upon knowledge, such as theoretical responses of convic-
tion, of doubt, etc., and asserting. Above all, he emphasized explicitly 
that this insight, when developed with clarity and rigour, refutes the 
central Kantian thesis according to which our cognition is not recep-
tively dependent on the object known, but, on the contrary, deter-
mines the object of cognition. Hildebrand also states what Reinach 
failed to express with equal clarity, namely that the receptive tran-
scendence of knowledge refutes also the later Husserl's theory of radi-
cal constitution. While Reinach had deplored Husserl's turn to ideal-
ism from 1905-13,30 he did not present any written critique of it.31 
Hildebrand himself, however, did not develop this point extensively, 
which might be one of the reasons why the historical significance of 
the present work remained hidden. Others have since presented such 
investigations.32

     Of the same, if not of greater importance, is Hildebrand's develop-
ment of the method of philosophical knowledge as rational insight 
and analysis of essential necessities, and particularly his investigation 
into the only kind of object that lends itself to such objective and si-
multaneously informative (synthetic) knowledge a priori: necessary 
essences. 

                                                           
30 See on this Hildebrand, "Selbstdarstellung," in: Ludwig J. Pongratz, Philosophie in 
Selbstdarstellungen II (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1975), pp. 77-127. 
31 There are passages in Reinach's work which begin to point this out. See, e.g., A. Re-
inach, "Paul Natorp's 'Allgemeine Psychologie nach kritischer Methode'," in: A. Rein-
ach, Sämtliche Werke, op. cit., pp. 313-31, and "Einleitung in die Philosophie," in: A. 
Reinach, Sämtliche Werke, op. cit., pp. 369-513.  
32 See F. Wenisch's investigations into this method - particularly in relationship to 
modern logic and theory of science, as well as to empiricism: Fritz Wenisch, "Insight 
and Objective Necessity," Aletheia IV (1988), pp. 107-97; and by the same author, Die 
Philosophie and ihre Methode (Regensburg: Habbel, 1981). I tried to develop further 
the critique of Kant and the later Husserl, implicit in Hildebrand's work, in my books, 
Erkenntnis objektiver Wahrheit. Die Transzendenz des Menschen in der Erkenntnis, 
2nd edn (Salzburg: A. Pustet, 1976); Back to Things in Themselves. A Phenomenologi-
cal Foundation for Classical Realism, op. cit., Chaps I-IV. 

 29



     He contrasts those necessary essences which are the proper objects 
of philosophical, and of certain sorts of mathematical and scientific, 
knowledge, with those sorts of essences which, while they contain 
much inner meaning and therefore allow for being investigated scien-
tifically, lack essential necessity. Examples of these are all species of 
plants and animals, for instance cats, shelties (Shetland sheep dogs), or 
oak-trees, with their respective characteristics, or the anatomic struc-
ture of the human body, of its organs, all objects of organic chemistry 
or the number and movements of the stars, etc. We find in such 
non-necessary essences meaningful Gestalt-principles, authentic ge-
neric and specific marks, to some extent even a different kind of "ne-
cessity of nature" - but no strictly necessary bond that would tie to-
gether, for example, the shape of noses, paws, etc. of cats with the 
voices or noises they produce. Cats, dogs, or human bodies could have 
all their attributes but have huge noses, or T-bone shaped ones, etc. 
These meaningful but non-necessary essences Hildebrand calls also, in 
contrast to merely arbitrary conglomerations of predicates (i.e., "acci-
dental such-being unities"), "genuine such-beings" which allow for the 
meaningful distinction between individual and universal marks and 
can be the subject-matter of science.33

     Whereas Husserl had believed that by simply bracketing the exis-
tence and transcendent status of an essence one could reach a priori 
knowledge, and while Reinach did not clearly exclude this in his What 
is Phenomenology?, Hildebrand saw that the bracketing as such is in 
no way sufficient to lead to philosophical knowledge. Rather, the ob-
jects of philosophical knowledge and specifically of insights into es-

                                                           
33 The German word "Sosein," which either corresponds to essence or to a part thereof 
(distinct from what-being), is translated by Hildebrand not as so-being which might 
sound more English but as "such-being." Thus I shall use this term too, usually set in 
quotation marks. On different meanings of "essence" and "such-being" see also J. 
Seifert, "Essence and Existence. A New Foundation of Classical Metaphysics on the 
Basis of `Phenomenological Realism,' and a Critical Investigation of ‘Existentialist 
Thomism’," Aletheia 1 (1977), pp. 17-157; I, 2 (1977), pp. 371-459, especially Chap. I.  
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sential necessities are clearly distinct from the contingent essences and 
natures which require empirical investigations, experiments, descrip-
tions, etc., in order to be known. By contrasting these "contingent es-
sences" with the essentially necessary ones, Hildebrand did not only 
delineate the sphere of philosophy from that of empirical sciences, but 
he arrived at a much better grasp of the datum of essential necessities 
as such. 
     Hildebrand worked out three fundamental characteristics and con-
ditions of this knowledge: 1) The essential necessity of some essences 
has an objective, absolute and intrinsic character, the phenomenologi-
cal investigation of which forbids any explanation of it as constituted. 
     The "absoluteness" of this necessity means that no innerwordly or 
extrawordly cause whatsoever could alter it and that it simply could 
neither be different nor suspended by any power. St. Bonaventure 
used to express this absolute necessity by saying that not even divine 
omnipotence could change or suspend it. The "intrinsic" character of 
this necessity means that its source does not lie in any will or mind or 
other cause outside the essence itself: it is a necessity in virtue of the 
essence itself. 
     Therefore, necessary essences such as that of the triangle, of free-
dom, of the person, of forms of logical thought or of the promise, and 
the essentially necessary states of affairs grounded in them, stand in 
sharp contrast with conventions such as the rules of chess, as well as 
with subjective transcendental necessities of thought, psychological or 
any other merely subjective "necessities." Essential necessities differ 
also from other contingent necessities such as those of the laws of na-
ture. 
     2) Further, necessary essences and essentially necessary facts are 
characterized by a rigorous rational Einsichtigkeit, an "incomparable 
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intelligibility," and 3) by the apodictic certainty which we can gain 
about them in our knowledge.34

     In working out these three marks of the knowledge of an "objective 
synthetic a priori," Hildebrand establishes also the absolute unconsti-
tutedness and unconstitutability of these essential necessities by any 
human or transcendental consciousness.35

     Moreover, following some important contributions of Max Scheler 
in this regard, Hildebrand developed a classical distinction between 
different problems which were confused in the famous a priori discus-
sion from Plato to Kant and to our century. He showed that the Kant-
ian question as to the conditions of the possibility and first formal 
principles regarding each sphere of objects, as well as the question as 
to the conditions of the possibility of experience bears in no way on 
the other classical question of the a priori, which Kant himself had 
posed, namely the question whether there is a knowledge which both 
has a necessary object and is apodictically certain. For we must not 
confuse two entirely different things: a "necessary presupposedness by 
the subject" and an objective and intrinsic essential necessity. Kant, in 
his attempt to explain synthetic necessity and certainty, also misinter-
preted radically the nature of the necessity of the object of this knowl-
edge and the nature of apodictic certainty. 
     To show that something is the condition of the possibility of ex-
perience does nothing to show that it itself possesses certain character-

                                                           
34 See also, with regard to essential necessities, Scheler's "Theory of the Three Facts" in: 
Max Scheler, Selected Philosophical Essays, transl. David R. Lachterman (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1973) where Scheler offers his theory of the "pure 
fact," which is to some extent parallel to Hildebrand's "necessary such-being unity." 
The marks of essential necessity which Hildebrand delineates are all in Reinach (and 
even more extensively in Scheler), but it would be wrong to claim that these marks 
were unequivocally and explicitly grasped and distinguished from other 
non-necessary essences by anyone before Hildebrand.  
35 See J. Seifert, Back to Things in Themselves. A Phenomenological Foundation for 
Classical Realism, op. cit. 
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istics such as necessity or that this objective necessity can be known 
with apodictic certainty. In addition, Kant - who mentions only the 
necessity and apodictic certainty of a priori knowledge - omitted from 
his list a third mark of "a priori knowledge": the incomparable intelli-
gibility of its object which is in no way explained by its necessary pre-
supposedness by the subject. Hence we have to do here with entirely 
different meanings of the a priori: that which by its essence is neces-
sary and highly intelligible and known to be such with certainty, on 
the one hand; on the other hand that which is necessarily presupposed 
by the subject and, possibly, known with certainty to be thus presup-
posed. 
     Moreover, conditions of the possibility of objects or experiences, or 
"transcendental formal principles" for all experience and for all ob-
jects, possess objective and universal validity only if they are also es-
sentially necessary facts. Otherwise, we could only know - by some 
"transcendental deduction" - that human beings, or rather I myself, 
have to experience the world and myself in certain forms. And even 
this must remain doubtful if I do not presuppose an objective essential 
necessity of my subjectivity as such which I discover and do not con-
stitute. For if my subjectivity itself has no essentially necessary struc-
ture it could change and be otherwise. Thus we would have to speak 
with Kant's opus postumum of the "transcendental accidentality" of 
our subjective forms of experiencing and thinking the world. These 
could be different and thus would not be the necessary but only the 
presently unavoidable conditions of our experience. At any rate, any 
real "being the condition of the possibility of something," be it the sub-
ject itself or an object, presupposes objective essential necessity. 
     Hildebrand uncovers another ambiguity in the notion of the a pri-
ori which leads right to the heart of phenomenology and refutes its in-
terpretation as an analysis of subjective experience: He showed that a 
priori knowledge in the sense of a knowledge which possesses inde-
pendence from all experience is not required at all in order to do jus-
tice to the knowledge of necessary essences. On the contrary, and here 
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lies another great phenomenological contribution in his book, 
Hildebrand showed that there is a kind of experience, called by him 
"such-being experience," which differs entirely from that sort of "em-
pirical experience" whose validity depends on the observation of exist-
ing essential facts.36 For example, we cannot know what a species of 
monkeys or a breed of dogs are characterized by without being sure 
that we observed existing examples of these species and not merely 
imagined or dreamt ones. Our scientific zoological knowledge would 
be totally worthless if it were based on the mere experience of the 
"such-being" of certain animal species and not on their actual observa-
tion. Philosophical knowledge of the essence of justice or of promis-
ing, however, does not depend at all on the question whether the ex-
amples we consider are real or merely imagined just judges or promis-
ings, whether they are dreamt about or actually existing. But is phi-
losophy then independent of all experience as Kant states (and to 
some extent even Reinach claims)37? Hildebrand answers "no." Sosein-
serfahrung (the experience of so-being, i.e., "such-being-experience") 
in the sense of some experiential contact with colour, consciousness, 
freedom, etc. is indeed required for all, or at least for most, knowledge 
of necessary essences.38 I cannot understand that the quality of the 
colour "violet" lies in-between red and blue, without ever having per-
ceived colour, having been blind from birth on. I cannot understand 

                                                           
36 See on this Balduin Schwarz, "Dietrich von Hildebrands Lehre von der Soseinser-
fahrung in ihren philosophiegeschichtlichen Zusammenhängen," in: B. Schwarz 
(Hrsg.), Wahrheit, Wert and Sein. Festgabe fur Dietrich von Hildebrand zum 80. Ge-
burtstag (Regensburg: Habbel, 1970), pp. 33-51. 
37 See Adolf Reinach "Concerning Phenomenology," op. cit. In the German original, 
the texts of Reinach which speak of an independence of all experience, in spite of such 
terms as Wesenserschauung and "intuitive presenting of essences," which presuppose 
such an experience, are: "Über Phänomenologie," in: Adolf Reinach, Sämtliche Werke, 
op. cit, pp. 543-6.  
38 See on this also Balduin Schwarz, "Dietrich von Hildebrands Lehre von der Sosein-
serfahrung in ihren philosophiegeschichtlichen Zusammenhängen," op. cit. 
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that love, by its essence, requires a certain benevolent intention to-
wards the beloved person, if I lack any acquaintance with love, be it 
through my own experience or through fiction. There may be some 
examples, such as "consciousness" or "being," which are "inborn cogni-
tions" in the sense that I know them with my first experience of any-
thing and do not require some special experience of something be-
ing-so-and-so, an experience which not every man possesses. The 
third sense of "a priori" then indicates cognitions which are prior to all 
experience (as a priori forms, die im Gemüthe bereitliegen = which lie 
ready at hand in consciousness, as Kant puts it, or "inborn" ideas). In 
its strict sense, this third sense of a priori contradicts the receptive na-
ture of knowledge. No content of knowledge can just be "in" the mind 
without having disclosed itself to us in some form of experience or in-
ference. In this sense, too, Hildebrand is empiricist and rejects any 
"apriorism." Only in the sense of an experience of essences or existing 
facts which are given in any conscious experience and do not require 
the acquisition of a special experience at a given point in time, would 
Hildebrand admit that some contents might be "a priori" in this loose 
interpretation of the third sense of this term. 
     If "a priori" then means "prior to any experience," the knowledge of 
essential necessity must in no way be "a priori"; it cannot even be apri-
ori in the sense that absolutely no experience would be contained in 
this knowledge or lie at its root. Thus Hildebrand reforms and clarifies 
also the Husserlian theory of "kategoriale Anschauung" (categorial in-
tuition), by showing the peculiar nature of its link to experience. 
     In showing that the independence from experience required for a 
priori knowledge does not involve an independence of this knowledge 
from any kind of experiential access to essences, Hildebrand over-
comes the decisive starting-point of Kantian subjectivism. For even if 
experience is required for the knowledge of apodictically certain and 
necessary facts, their explanation as contributions of the subject is nei-
ther necessary nor even plausible. It is not by moving away from all 
experience and objects of experience that one reaches "necessary a 
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priori forms." On the contrary, the objective necessity of the latter can 
precisely not be justified by tracing them back to subjective forms of 
thinking. Rather, only an experiential basis of the "a priori" can lead to 
the source of justification of synthetic a priori claims - namely to a 
non-subjective a priori knowledge of objective necessary essences. It 
would be unreasonable indeed to mistrust this experience, - as if get-
ting involved in "experience" as such meant "getting empirical" in the 
sense of "empirical science." 
     Moreover, Hildebrand did justice to phenomenology as a science of 
the given and of that which is experienced, without limiting it, as the 
unfortunate term "phenomenological description" suggests, to some 
form of empirical description of human experience and its object. The 
empiricist corruption of phenomenology, which occurs when the lat-
ter is reduced to some set of mere descriptions of human experiences 
rather than being understood as rigorous analysis of objective essen-
tial essences, is, one could say, overcome by this important step in 
Hildebrand's book. 
     The present work of Hildebrand has many other merits which in-
clude the rehabilitation not only of things and essences in themselves, 
but also of the objectivity of meaning of those appearances which are 
indeed dependent on human subjectivity.39 May the reader himself 
become convinced that we deal here with a major contribution to the 
foundation of realist phenomenology, as was explained recently by 
Rocco Buttiglione.40

                                                           
39 See on this Chap. V of Hildebrand's book. 
40 See on this Buttiglione, "Saggio Introduttivo: L'Essere a Persona' di Seifert: Sfondo 
teoretico a significato di quest'opera," in: J. Seifert, Essere a persona. Verso una 
fondazione fenomenologica di una metafisica classica a personalistica. (Milano: Vita a 
Pensiero, 1989), pp. 9-75; see especially pp. 16-34. 

     I have attempted to continue Hildebrand's investigations, and to show their full 
applicability to a reform of classical realist philosophy. See J. Seifert, Back to Things in 
Themselves. A Phenomenological Foundation for Classical Realism, op. cit. I have 
also attempted to show in this volume (especially pp. 77-117), what Hildebrand him-
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     Since every great philosophy was great by its going back to things 
themselves, phenomenology in this sense is seen by its adherents also 
as a highpoint of everything good in philosophia perennis from Plato 
through the high Middle Ages up to Leibniz. While this conception of 
phenomenology as authentic philosophy whenever it was properly 
practiced, a conception which establishes a profound link between 
phenomenology and the tradition of philosophia perennis in its Aristo-
telian-Thomistic, Platonic-Augustinian, as well as Carte-
sian-Leibnizian sense, has not yet been recognized adequately by the 
larger philosophical community, there is an increasing number of stu-
dents of Hildebrand who understand the significance of his contribu-
tion, and of other thinkers who pursue independently similar lines of 
thought.41

     Apart from the circle of students and friends of von Hildebrand, I 
wish to mention especially the representatives of two intertwined 
movements in Poland, which were heavily influenced by Roman In-
garden, but also by Karol Wojtyla: the Polish personalist ethics, repre-
sented by thinkers such as Tadeusz Styczen and Andrzej Szostek, as 
well as the more epistemological school of Roman Ingarden, repre-
sented, among others, by such thinkers as Andrzej Poltawski, Antoni 
Stepien, and Wladimir Strozewski. In Spain, philosophers such as An-
tonio Millan-Puelles, Juan-Miguel Palacios, Rogelio Rovira, Juan-José 

                                                                                                                             
self does not develop in the present book, how the whole notion of epoché, its appli-
cability to philosophy, etc. needs to be radically reinterpreted. Thus "realist phenome-
nological philosophy" is something entirely different from phenomenology as found 
in the later Husserl and from a philosophy based on epoché while perfecting and re-
maining faithful to Husserl's original "principle of all principles," that every cognition 
must be based on that which gives itself from the object. 
41 I think here especially of the publications of F. Wenisch, J. Crosby, D. Fedoryka, B. 
Marra, A. von Hildebrand, B. Schwarz, J. Seifert, and others. See also the journal 
Aletheia, as well as our series at Routledge, Studies in Phenomenological and Classical 
Realism, two philosophical series which further and express this philosophical move-
ment. 
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García de Norro, Mariano Crespo, and others form a centre of phe-
nomenological realism in Madrid. 
     In a new development, an intense interest in realist phenomenol-
ogy combines with a background in analytic philosophies. Here 
Roderik Chisholm has to be mentioned. Also the Manchester circle 
formed by Wolfe Mays and continued by Barry Smith must be men-
tioned here. Smith moved in 1989 from Manchester to Liechtenstein, 
accepting an invitation to become full professor of philosophy at the 
International Academy of Philosophy in Liechtenstein. A growing 
number of young philosophers in Germany, Holland, Hungary and 
other central European countries develop phenomenological investi-
gations in this vein. 
     Also in Italy, an increasing interest in this movement within the 
phenomenological tradition is found among thinkers such as Michele 
Lenoci, Massimo Serretti, Roberto Poll, L. Albertazzi, Rocco Buttig-
lione and others.42 One can in fact speak of a new wave of interest in 
this hitherto largely forgotten part of the phenomenological move-
ment, from many sides and different angles. A large number of think-
ers from many nations pursue with intense interest this philosophical 
movement. 
     Other thinkers such as Ismael Quiles (Argentina), Agustin Basave 
de la Valle (Mexico), Tarcisio Padilha (Brasil), and many others move 
in similar directions. One may begin to speak of a world-wide interest 
in this phenomenological realism which extends even to the People's 
Republic of China. 

                                                           
42 See Buttiglione "Saggio introduttorio," op. cit. See also M. Lenoci's books on A. 
Meinong and E. Husserl. One should mention here also D. Falcioni, M. Genghini, and 
other young philosophers in Italy.  
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The importance of the present book for the critique of tran-
scendental idealism 

     As indicated already in the preceding section, the present book is 
important in terms of showing that the development of the phenome-
nological return to things themselves does not lead to some variety of 
German idealism but, on the contrary, constitutes that kind of libera-
tion from idealism which the earliest students of Husserl in Göttingen 
had expected but which Husserl himself betrayed through his unphe-
nomenological construction of "transcendental phenomenology." 
     A phenomenological realism along the lines indicated includes not 
only a realism and objectivism of "essences" - the elaboration of the 
objectivity and absoluteness of essential necessities - but also a new 
existential realism and a phenomenology of the meaning and language 
of "existence" (to be) and of its existential implications.43 The existen-
tial realism within the phenomenological movement developed, how-
ever, especially from a new analysis of the cogito of Augustine and 
Descartes - which implies a sharp critique of Husserl's interpretation 
of the cogito44 - and from a dialogue with Gilsonian existentialist 
Thomism.45

     Thus our view concerning the impact and significance of phe-
nomenological realism contrasts sharply even with Spiegelberg's who 
certainly sympathizes with "phenomenological realists" but presents 

                                                           
43 Thomas Aquinas, Etienne Gilson, and others speak here of the actus essendi 
44 See Seifert, "Kritik am Relativismus and Immanentismus in E. Husserl's `Carte-
sianischen Meditationen'," SIM 14/1970, pp. 85-109; the same author, Back to Things 
in Themselves, op. cit. 
45 See on this especially D. von Hildebrand's unpublished lectures on epistemology, 
"Wesen and Wert menschlichen Erkennens," (Salzburg, 1964), as well as J. Seifert, 
Erkenntnis objektiver Wahrheit. Die Transzendenz des Menschere in der Erkenntnis, 
op. cit., and J. Seifert, Back to Things in Themselves. A Phenomenological Foundation 
for Classical Realism, op. cit. See also W. Hoeres, Kritik der transzendeutalphiloso-
phischen Erkenntnistheorie (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1969). 
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their positions somewhat ashamedly in the light of a school which 
merits more consideration in spite of the fact that it was regarded by 
Husserl as an uncritical version of phenomenology. In Spiegelberg's 
The Phenomenological Movement the contribution of the Munich 
phenomenologists appears as a minor subdivision within phenome-
nology, and this with some reason - because Spiegelberg relies heavily 
on the contributions of Alexander Pfänder, which, in methodological 
respect, are indeed rather negligible. 
     Instead, if we are correct, phenomenological realism turns out to be 
the only truly critical and consistent phenomenological philosophy. It 
is quite the opposite of the less significant and uncritical part of the 
phenomenological movement. On the contrary, as was hinted at 
above, transcendental phenomenology as well as transcendental ideal-
ism of any kind, involves itself in radical contradictions and absurdi-
ties and is in no way systematically carrying out the phenomenological 
maxim "back to things themselves."46

     Particularly because in the English-speaking world transcendental 
phenomenology has remained rather uninfluential, we shall turn now- 
to the relationship between Hildebrand's phenomenology and An-
glo-Saxon empiricism. 

Anglo-Saxon empiricism and Hildebrand's more radical "em-
piricism of essences" as "experiential apriorism" 

     There is, first, an important unity between the phenomenological 
method in the sense of Franz Brentano, Max Scheler, Dietrich von 
Hildebrand, as well as many others, and Anglo-Saxon empiricist phi-

                                                           
46 It was one main purpose of Back to Things in Themselves, op. cit. to show this with 
the necessary rigour and to demonstrate the momentous implications of these discov-
eries and distinctions for the understanding of the phenomenological method. 
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losophies. In fact, Scheler speaks of an empiricist bent of phenome-
nology and calls phenomenology even positivism, implying thereby 
that phenomenology is just as keen as any variety of positivism and 
analytical philosophy could be to remain faithful to the given, to the 
data, to experience.47 In this respect, the largely constructive meth-
odological reflections of the later Husserl are incomparably more for-
eign to analytical philosophy than is the thinking of Reinach, 
Hildebrand, or Scheler. In fact, Herbert Spiegelberg has pointed out 
long ago similarities between Pfänder and Austin; and Kevin Mulli-
gan, John Crosby, Barry Smith, and others have recently shown that 
there are striking similarities between the analytic speech act philoso-
phies and Reinach's and Hildebrand's investigations of the essences of 
acts which give rise to legal entities. Reinach's theory of speech acts, 
which he treats under the name of "social acts," is now pretty well ex-
plored. Hildebrand however made highly interesting and hardly no-
ticed contributions to "speech act theory" by introducing a theory of 
the speech act of "Verlautbarung" - the declaring of acts such as of love 
or hatred which differs from other social acts in that it is not only in 
need of being heard by its addressee but its addressee must coincide 
with the object of the act. In addition, the object of this "declaring an 
act" as well as of the act which is being "declared" can only be a person, 
one and the same person. While I can communicate the fact that I love 
to anyone, I can declare love only towards the person whom I love. 
Moreover, in hearing this declaration of love, much more happens 
than a mere social act; the act which is being declared reaches the 

                                                           
47 Max Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values, op. cit., pp. 51ff. 
See also Max Scheler, "Phenomenology and the Theory of Cognition," in: Scheler, Se-
lected Philosophical Essays, trans). David R. Lachterman (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1973), pp. 136-201, p. 138: "The ‘ray’ of reflection should try to 
touch only what is ‘these’ in this closest and most living contact and only so far as it is 
there. In this sense, but only in this, phenomenological philosophy is the most radical 
empiricism and positivism." 
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other really48 via the speech act (the act of declaring love, for exam-
ple). Hildebrand investigates other speech acts such as a marital vow 
which differs from a normal promise in many ways (for example with 
respect to the "cancellability" of the promise by its recipient).49 In un-
published lectures and course-notes Hildebrand investigated the 
speech act theory further along these and other lines.50

      At the same time, however, and this could become a welcome ad-
dition to the empiricist movement in the Anglo-Saxon countries, 
Hildebrand adds a new, broader concept of experience, again develop-
ing further contributions which reach from Franz Brentano and Carl 
Stumpf to Max Scheler and Adolf Reinach: experience is not restricted 
to sense perception, nor to its role in the verification or falsification of 
hypotheses. Certainly, Karl Popper and modern post-Popperian em-
piricism have corrected in many ways Carnap's views which identified 
anything that is not given to the senses with meaningless "metaphys-

                                                           
48 In his Metaphysik der Gemeinschaft, op. cit., pp. 21 ff., Hildebrand distinguishes the 
intentional contact of objects, the "intentionary" (intentionär) and the real contact 
with persons.  
49 See Hildebrand's Metapbysik der Gemeinscbaft, op. cit., especially Chap. 2; and his 
article, "Die rechtliche and sittliche Spare in ihrem Eigenwert and in ihrem Zusam-
menhang" in: Dietrich von Hildebrand, Die Menschheit am Scheideweg, (Regensburg: 
Habbel, 1955), pp. 86-106. See on the problem of social acts and speech acts John F. 
Crosby, "Reinach's Discovery of the Social Acts," ibid., See also: Klaus Hoffman, "Re-
inach and Searle on Promising - A Comparison," op. cit.; and in the same volume 
Kevin Mulligan, "Promisings and other Social Acts: Their Constituents and Struc-
ture," pp. 29-90. Also see Barry Smith, "Ten Conditions on a Theory of Speech Acts," 
Theoretical Linguistics, 11 (1984), pp. 311-30 and, by the same author Barry Smith, 
"Materials towards a History of Speech Act Theory," in A. Eschbach (ed. ), Karl 
Bühler's Theory of Language, (Amsterdam: Benjamin's 1987). Both Smith and Crosby 
think that Reinach's analysis is more precise than that of Searle and of other modern 
authors on speech act theory. See also Armin Burkhardt, Soziale Akte, Sprechakte and 
Textillokutionen: A. Reinach's Rechtsphilosophie and die moderne Linguistik, (Tübin-
gen: Niemeyer, 1986). 
50 He investigates, among other speech acts, asserting, lying, promising, communicat-
ing, praying, praising, commanding. 
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ics." Popper and his followers have introduced a legitimate role for all 
kinds of hypotheses which might serve to explain experience. But they 
still do not allow for a radically new original experience which brings 
us into contact with data that are just as much given to cognition as 
objects of sense. The new empiricisms along the very different lines of 
Popper and Kuhn still retain empirical sense experience as ultimate 
criterion of verification or falsification. They interpret this either in 
the form of a hypothetical realism à la Popper or a relativism such as 
the philosophy of science of Kuhn. Also Kuhn admits non-verifiable 
paradigms and models which bring about revolutions in science. In 
this respect he is quite Popperian. But he abandons their truth claim, 
which Popper admits51 and sees science as being more like a series of 
puzzles than as a serious undertaking aiming at truth. Other empiri-
cists become even radical historical constructionists or ‘nihilists of sci-
ence’ for whom anything regarded by a community or even declared 
by individuals as "science" is science.52

     One thing is held in common by all the above: both hypotheses and 
models which cannot be directly verified or falsified by 
sense-experience are identified in contemporary empiricism and criti-
cal rationalism with man-made, historically changing paradigms or 
"world 3 objects" (Popper) - precisely because there is no original 
non-sensory experience such as Husserl's "categorial intuition" or 
Hildebrand's "such-being experience." In this point, Thomas Kuhn 
and Karl Popper - as well as countless others - are still clearly heirs of 
David Hume and Rudolf Carnap. 

                                                           
51 Even though Popper thinks that the truth-claim of science is condemned to failure 
by the latter's actual restriction to a mere approximation to the truth or to verisimili-
tude. 
52 According to Paul Weingartner, Wissenschaftstheorie I (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: 
Frommann-Holzboog, 1971), p. 11 ff., "Everything which is represented and may be 
taught at least by one chairholder at any present University in the world (past ones 
included), may be called a science." 
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     Precisely because experience has a much wider scope than empiri-
cism admitted, such data as truth, theory, argument, etc., which can-
not be verified and theories about which cannot be falsified by the 
senses, are not, as in empiricism, rejected or reduced to ultimately un-
substantial hypotheses. Rather, there are countless data of an entirely 
different kind from those which are graspable in sense perception. 
When Mackie, in his ethics, gives us a new ultra-positivist account, ac-
cording to which any datum which cannot be examined by 
sense-experience is queer or quaint, he was rightly criticized by John 
Finnis, among others, for having overlooked the fact that even accord-
ing to his own theory logical arguments, logical laws, and theories 
themselves, and certainly the truth of propositions, would have to be 
declared quaint or queer objects.53 But if experience gives us access 
                                                           
53John Finnis quotes Mackie as follows: 

     If there were objective values, then they would be entities or qualities or relations of 
a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe. Correspond-
ingly, if we were aware of them it would have to be by some special faculty of moral 
perception or intuition, utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing every-
thing else. We get the notion of something's being objectively good, or having objec-
tive value, by reversing the actual direction of dependence here, by making the desire 
depend upon the goodness, instead of the goodness on the desire. 
Finnis comments on these passages as follows: 
     This is Mackie's theory of objectification: supposedly objective qualities of acts, 
states of affairs, etc., are really just the projection of feelings and wants. Mackie thinks 
his theory is true; he asserts the proposition or propositions which I just quoted. Now 
my quotation was itself a collection of sounds in the air, marks on the page; those 
sounds or marks were intended to mean, and in fact meant, the proposition. But in-
tentions are utterly different from anything else in the universe. And the relationship 
between expression and proposition, the relationship which we call meaning, is ut-
terly different from anything else in the universe. If you take as your model of entities, 
qualities and relations just those entities, qualities and relations which will figure in 
physical, chemical, biochemical . . . theories (and if you do not ask any questions 
about what it is for something to be a theory and for a theory to be a true theory), then 
you will be inclined to say that intentions, meanings and truth are utterly queer, and 
that the understanding of intentions and meanings and the adjudging of truth or fal-
sity are so different from observing, inspecting, surveying, measuring and comparing 
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also to such data as truth and logical laws, which any theory presup-
poses, these are no longer quaint objects and constructs unverifiable 
by any experience. Rather, they are data given to experience. 
     Moreover, values, norms, moral imperatives - which any empiricist 
ethics and science likewise presuppose, be it explicitly or implicitly54 - 
are not unverifiable constructs. On the contrary, there are quite defi-
nitely data which correspond to value language, as Scheler, 
Hildebrand or Finnis have demonstrated through their penetrating 
investigations into values and goods - and it is these data which 
Mackie, with many other empiricist philosophers, fails to perceive as 
such, for the simple reason that he presupposes an entirely insufficient 
notion of experience. 
     Hildebrand's aforementioned distinction between two radically dif-
ferent meanings of experience, as well as his distinction of three kinds 
of essences or such-being unities, open the way to a recognition of the 
great variety of data and of proper experiences in which they can be 
given. 

                                                                                                                             
that one had better give that understanding and adjudging the label "special faculty of 
intuition," i.e., fishy. 
     Still, any project of explaining away intention and the understanding of it, or 
meaning and understanding of it, or truth and the assessing of it, is a manifestly arbi-
trary and self-refuting project … In each case, when we observe that the picture or 
model to which Mackie implicitly appealed cannot accommodate even the simplest 
facts about intention, meaning and truth facts instantiated by every one of his own 
assertions - we are entitled to conclude that his talk about queerness and special facul-
ties in relation to our judgements about the good and the bad, the right and the 
wrong, fails to give any reason for doubt about the objectivity or truth of such judge-
ments. 

Both the Mackie and Finnis quotations are taken from John Finnis, Fundamentals of 
Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), pp. 57-9.  
54 On the necessary presupposition of values such as truth, rationality, etc. in any 
speaking or writing, cf. D. von Hildebrand, Ethics op. cit., Chap. IX. On the necessity 
of presupposing freedom, see also Hans-Eduard Hengstenberg, Grundlegung der Ethik 
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1969), Chap. 1. 
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     Moreover, this new broader "empiricism" solves another classical 
problem posed by any previous empiricism and rationalism alike: as 
to how universals and experience relate to each other. A simplified 
version of Hildebrand's answer to this question is: universals are nei-
ther necessarily constructs, nor hypotheses or assumptions simply in-
ferred from experience, nor constructs of the intellect "cum funda-
mento in re" which could never themselves be given in experience. 
Rather, experience in the sense of the "such-being experience" or "ex-
perience of essences" can itself be in contact with universals. Possibly 
one could interpret the meaning of this "experience" in Hildebrand in 
two ways: 1) It refers to the pre-philosophical contact with what and 
how things are (a first kind of unclear and diffused "such-being ex-
perience"). Naïve experience brings us into contact not only with 
sense impressions or individual existing objects but also with the uni-
versal structures of things. 2) The intellectual intuition of intelligible 
essences itself is a "purified" and perfected form of "experience of es-
sence." In this act of clearly "seeing" essential structures, an act which 
goes beyond the pre-philosophical contact with essences, the intellect 
experiences essences; their intelligible nature is itself present to the 
mind. A brief look into the history of this question shows the original-
ity of this realist phenomenological position. Plato tried to explain this 
second kind of "experience of essences (forms)" as anamnesis, as a 
recollection; or better, he assumed that an originally giving experience 
of essences was restricted to an existence of the soul prior to birth. He 
did not allow for an original form of experience of universals in this 
life but only for recollecting a previous vision of them. French ration-
alists and Leibniz were "innatists" and thought that the a priori must 
lie in the mind prior to any experience. Kant followed them in this, 
reinterpreting their "inborn ideas" as transcendental subjective forms 
of intuition and thought. Aristotle and other ancient and medieval 
philosophers had thought that the senses receive sense-impressions 
and the "possible intellect" receives forms, but the "active intellect" 
produces the universal as such, detaching it as it were from its merely 
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implicit presence in sense-impressions and the individualized, sensible 
forms they carry.55 Hildebrand's position differs from all of these. In 
the case of necessary essences, and only here, the universal essences 
(universals) themselves are given in a special sort of intellectual ex-
perience which becomes possible only through the intelligible neces-
sity of the object of such an experience. In this point developed by 
Hildebrand lies a decisive breakthrough in the theory of experience. 
For the necessary essences are themselves given to us, in their univer-
sality, because their intrinsic necessity, which includes strict universal-
ity, is given to us. 
     The universal is here not constructed, and it is not a mere name, or 
assumed hypothetically, as Popper and other forms of empiricism, 
positivism, and nominalism would make us believe, but rather the es-
sence in its universal validity is grasped and experienced in a unique 
cognitive mode of experience. How is this claim to be verified? Ulti-
mately through an immediate cognition of the sort which Aristotle has 
declared to be the foundation for all arguments. There is no demon-
stration or proof for this claim because it is given in a superior form of 
cognition than argument: by insight.56 However, carefully studied ex-
amples of such essential necessities and other methodic steps (such as 
showing the contradictions which result from denying essential neces-
sities) can serve as methods or arguments for gaining such insights.57

                                                           
55 The so-called “species sensibilis" in medieval philosophy, as contrasted with the "spe-
cies intelligibilis" which the active intellect "produces" in a sense. Aristotle's rejection 
of eternal forms and theory of abstraction led him somewhat inevitably to this posi-
tion. On the ontology of essences here presupposed cf. J. Seifert, "Essence and Exis-
tence, a Critical Investigation of ‘Existentialist Thomism’," Aletheia I (1977), pp. 
17-157, Chap. 1. 
56 See on this Fritz Wenisch, Die Philosophie and ihre Methode (Salzburg: A. Pustet, 
1976); the same author, "Insight and Objective Necessity. A Demonstration of Propo-
sitions Which are Simultaneously Informative and Necessarily True," Aletheia IV 
(1988), 107-97. 
57 See on this Seifert, Back to Things in Themselves, ibid. 
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     For ethics, philosophy of man, metaphysics, and any other branch 
of philosophy, including logic and language-philosophy, this is a deci-
sive methodological contribution. 
     In introducing this concept of experience, Hildebrand also lays the 
foundation for distinguishing the knowledge of essential necessities 
both from linguistic habits or "depth-grammatical rules" of language - 
interpreted in the manner of Wittgenstein58 - and from tautological 
propositions. Any attempt to reduce the synthetic a priori, or, as we 
much prefer to say, the propositions that express essentially necessary 
facts, to mere consequences of defining concepts, and drawing from 
such definitions, by means of formal logic, consequences in the form 
of non-informative propositions, fails radically. The irreducibility of 
the synthetic a priori to analytical or other non-informative proposi-
tions can even be shown prior to a justification of these propositions - 
by pointing out how they differ, in their logical structure, from any 
noninformative propositions.59 It is a new matter entirely and an im-
portant step, however, to show the basis of their knowledge in experi-
ence.60

     The experience Hildebrand introduces, which differs from the 
merely empirical experience plus logic recognized in Anglo-Saxon 
empiricism and many versions of analytical philosophy, allows for a 
tracing back of such propositions to data and experiences sui generis, 
which show clearly both that any attempt of reducing such proposi-

                                                           
58 See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigation, third edition, transl. G.E.M. 
Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1968), fr. 89-90; 111, 290, 387, 594, 664. See also 
Stegmüller's thorough exposition of Wittgenstein's notion of depth grammar (Tiefen-
grammatik) and of the use he makes of this idea in rejecting any Platonism and any 
notion of an objective a priori: Wolfgang Stegmüller Haupt-strömugen der Gegegen-
wartsphilosophie, 4th edn (Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1969), pp. 576-600; 
685-96. 
59 See on this particularly Fritz Wenisch, "Insight and Objective Necessity," op. cit. 
60 See Hildebrand, What is Philosophy?, op. cit., Chap. IV. 
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tions to tautologies and their declaration as paradigms or constructs 
fail. 
     Hence, one must speak in Hildebrand of a more radical empiricism 
than the one present in analytic philosophy, where the fundamental 
concepts of a theory itself, of logical laws, etc. are really not included 
within the scope of that which is given in experience. At the same 
time, this radical empiricism can only be an objectivist apriorism in 
the sense that the necessary moments presupposed in all empirical ex-
perience are themselves also given in experience. Thus Hildebrand's 
radical claim that each object of authentic philosophy must be a da-
tum given in experience but a datum that is given only in the appro-
priate mode of experience, could be considered as a far more consis-
tent and radical theory about the strict relationship of philosophy to 
experience than the limited notion of "empiricism" prevalent in the 
Vienna circle and in the subsequent and rather moderate critics of 
neo-positivism, who share the latter's basic assumptions and concept 
of experience, such as Popper, Feyerabend, and others. 
     One could even speak of a Hildebrandian "empiricism of the a pri-
ori" or, better still, of an "empiricism of essences," a term which should 
not however suggest that the investigation of essences is a pure de-
scription, rather than a rational penetration into highly intelligible 
structures. 
     A philosophy which avoids "what is?" questions, as Popper recom-
mends, and which fails to admit any experience in which its own fun-
damental presuppositions and such things as concepts, propositions, 
truth, a theory, etc. are given, has a very restricted notion of experi-
ence and is in this respect not truly empiricist, i.e., not truly tracing 
back each notion it presupposes to experience. Authors such as 
Mackie demonstrate this point because they presuppose, on the one 
hand, many such objects which they claim to be "quaint" because not 
given to sense-experience, and on the other hand they have no way of 
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justifying their implications about these "queer objects" by reference to 
any kind of experience. 
     In this manner, one could consider What is Philosophy? as a major 
contribution towards expanding a limited concept of empiricism to a 
"radical empiricism.”61 However, let me emphasize again that this has 
nothing in common with a position that would restrict philosophy to 
a set of propositions to be verified by sense perception or to a set of 
hypotheses open to falsification by sense perception. In this respect, 
Hildebrand's work constitutes a radical break and implicit criticism of 
Anglo-Viennese empiricism and of mainstream linguistic philosophy. 

Hildebrand's "What is Philosophy?" as radical objectivist ap-
riorism 

     Without contradicting his "radical empiricism" - in the sense of a 
view to the effect that all cognition is founded in experience and goes 
back to some self-given and self-giving object of experience - 
Hildebrand's work can also be understood as a fulfilment of the long 
tradition of a philosophy of the a priori, in the sense introduced by 
Plato in the Meno, namely as a philosophical justification of necessary 
and apodictically certain truth62 which are informative and 
non-tautologica1.63 With all its sharp critique of Kantian subjectivism, 

                                                           
61 Max Scheler's philosophy is a direct source of this expanded, empiricism. William 
James and others envisaged something similar. 
62 Kant came to replace the term "truth" by "proposition," a very far-reaching decision. 
Cf. J. Seifert, Erkenntnis objektiver Wahrheit. Die Transzendenz des Mereschen in der 
Erkenntnis, 2nd edn. (Salzburg: A. Pustet, 1976). 
63 Kant frequently speaks of non-tautological, necessary and apodictically certain 
propositions, for example in Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena, trans]. L. W. Beck, (New 
York: Liberal Arts Press, 1951), Preamble. The existence of non-tautological necessary 
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the work also answers Kant's question as to how "synthetic proposi-
tions a priori" are possible.64 Hildebrand's book not only answers how 
they are possible but how their truth can be known. 
     If we consider empiricism and transcendental idealism as the two 
main streams of modern thought and especially of modern epistemol-
ogy, one might say that Hildebrand's book criticizes both on very es-
sential points, and yet integrates their positive inspiration and im-
proves them both. In fact, What is Philosophy? could be regarded as an 
embodiment of both a full-fledged empiricism or "experiential phi-
losophy" and an objectivistic apriorism. 

Paradoxically, precisely by enlarging the notion of experience, 
Hildebrand becomes quite able to defend a cognition which is inde-
pendent of "experience" in the sense of being independent of any form 
of sense perception and verification or falsification through sense per-
ceptions, and independent of any other way of induction or psycho-
logical inner perception, etc. If we deal with the experience of neces-
sary essences and essentially necessary facts, these may disclose them-
selves to us and may be given to us even in a single case and indeed 
even in the mere imagination of a single case which would involve an 
instantiation of them. They can be given, indeed, even when we con-
sider them in themselves, as when we consider the intelligible ratio of 
numerical relations or of a centigon, and certain laws and essentially 
necessary facts grounded in them, without having to consider any in-
stance of them. In any such cognition, since the universal and intelli-
gible essence is itself given to us, our knowledge is totally independent 
of empirical verification in the sense of perceptions and of all other 

                                                                                                                             
and apodictically certain propositions is in fact the central theme of the Critique of 
Pure Reason. 
64 This question "Wie sind synthetische Urteile a priori möglich?" (how are synthetic 
propositions a priori possible?) is according to Kant the question of philosophy. See 
his Critique of Pure Reason, and his Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics. 
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forms of cognition which have to rely on the reality and facticity of 
things in the real world. 
     In fact, we recognize that any experience of facts - such as "I exist" 
or "there is a house" - already presupposes and involves insights into 
essentially necessary facts and possibly also knowledge of propositions 
derived deductively, based on such insights. For example, the evidence 
of my existence in the cogito presupposes that I have some under-
standing of necessary and universal principles such as that "everything 
is identical with itself" (including the "I" of which I speak here); that 
some things possess an identity throughout some temporal duration 
which differs essentially from identity restricted to the mere instant 
(otherwise I could only say that I know that one I was, another one 
will be); that "the same thing cannot both be and not be in the same 
sense and at the same time"; that "evident knowledge such as of the 
fact that I exist is receptive and not constructive of objects," etc. With-
out these and many other insights into universal and essentially neces-
sary facts all evidence about facts would be thrown into skeptical 
doubt. 
     Moreover, while Hildebrand in no way restricts the a priori to the 
most universal principles and formal conditions of any concrete object 
of our experience, he does indeed recognize also this meaning of the a 
priori in Kant: the formal conditions of the possibility of things. In 
this way, space and time are the formal conditions of all material ob-
jects and movements and the principle of contradiction and the prin-
ciple of causality are the conditions of the possibility of all being and 
change. Yet Hildebrand would interpret this sense of a priori in its au-
thentic meaning as a matter of the "objective essentially necessary facts 
which are presupposed by something" - and this is decisive and places 
in fact the Kantian discovery on an entirely new basis, namely it bases 
it on the objective essences themselves. Moreover, "essentially neces-
sary conditions of possibility" are in many cases not only modes and 
necessary conditions of the possibility of subjective givenness and ap-
pearance and of immanent objects of experience, but also conditions 
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of the possibility of any individual reality and of any real being in 
themselves - in any possible world. Through basing the theory of the 
conditions of the possibility of objects on insights into objective essen-
tial necessities, it becomes evident that these conditions apply to all 
possible and real worlds and not just to experience and appearances. 
In this way, Hildebrand not only solves the problem of Kant's "tran-
scendental deduction" as to how these forms apply to experienced ob-
jects but also the ontological problem of how "essentially necessary 
conditions of the possibility" apply to any appearance and any reality 
in any possible and real world. The cognition of necessary essences 
and essentially necessary states of affairs which are eo ipso necessary 
laws for everything that falls under them solves this problem by un-
masking the Kantian pseudo-problem of how our merely subjective 
forms of intuition and thinking apply to objects. Rather, the universal 
essential and necessary laws of any real and possible world are them-
selves given in the such-being experience and in the experience of the 
intellectual intuition which elucidates these data. Because they are nei-
ther subjective nor contingent laws, they must apply to any object of 
experience and to all things in themselves. 
     Yet by no means are all essentially necessary facts formal condi-
tions of the possibility of objects. Some refer to material contents such 
as to specific colours or sounds, some to real beings, others to possi-
bilities, to impossibilities, or to appearances, still others to the differ-
ent personal acts, values, and to different ethical contents and oughts. 
Thus the sphere of the objective "synthetic a priori" is infinitely richer 
than Kant had imagined when he conceived of it as the totality of the 
formal "conditions of possibility."65

                                                           
65 Besides the "subjectivization," it is precisely this "impoverishment" of the a priori 
which Max Scheler objects to in Kant's ethics in his Formalism, op. cit., pp. 54 ff., and 
which Adolf Reinach objects to in his Concerning Phenomenology, op. cit., pp. 
212-22; in the German original, see "Über Phänomenologie," op. cit., S. 546 ff. 
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     Above all, however, Hildebrand, following the great philosophical 
tradition of ancient and medieval philosophy, but critically improving 
it through a rigorous application of the phenomenological method, 
rediscovers that central meaning of the a priori which Plato had dis-
covered in the Meno and in the Phaedo yet which neither he nor Kant 
had clearly recognized: that which philosophers looked for through 
millennia when they sought for "ideas" (eide) or synthetic a priori laws 
or "inborn ideas." These were expected to ground necessary, intelligi-
ble and apodictically certain truths, but they could not do so. For the 
only explanation of such truths lies in reality simply in the intrinsically 
necessary essences and essential states of affairs which can be known 
with apodictic certainty precisely because of their incomparable intel-
ligibility and intrinsic necessity which presents itself to an experience 
and cognition sui generis. And it is in the elaboration of this central 
meaning of the a priori that Hildebrand's work can be considered a 
culmination point in the classical quest for the a priori from the Meno 
on. 

Conclusion 

     Of course, the reader himself must test the book and the claims 
made about it and in it. It is only through his own return to those 
things themselves which are spoken of in Hildebrand's work that the 
reader can establish the validity of his philosophical claims. There is 
no way to learn philosophy other than through philosophizing one-
self. 
     Our high opinion of the value of the present book does not prevent 
us from seeing that there are many important questions which this 
book raises without answering them sufficiently, for example: Even 
granted that the appeal to insights into essential necessities is both 
necessary and rationally justified, how is such an appeal related to phi-

 54



losophy as "knowledge by means of dialectical arguments?" Does the 
method of philosophy not require more than insights or the pointing 
at them? Does it not demand even more than a systematic exposition 
of them? What are the forms of arguments admitted by an adherent of 
rational intuitions when opponents deny these insights? How is phi-
losophical criticism and the use of logic in philosophy related to the 
method of insight, etc.? Which place does inference and logical deri-
vation of conclusions from premises hold in philosophy? What are the 
cogent arguments Hildebrand offers against a radical empiricism or 
idealism? As indicated, some of these open questions were addressed 
by others, still others will have to be answered by generations of phe-
nomenological realists. However, the attentive reader will discover the 
seed of an answer to such questions in the present book itself. 
     May the reader's concentration not be disturbed or offended if 
Hildebrand's attack on an analytic philosophy which today is largely 
passée in the Foreword or elsewhere in the book, seems too harsh or 
unjustified to him. Hildebrand's occasional references to his religious 
faith should neither prejudice the reader against the book nor for it. 
As a philosophical work, it calls for a philosophical reading and a phi-
losophical critique which has only one purpose in mind: the examina-
tion of the truth of what is being said and the examination of the phi-
losophical reasons and clarity with which it is argued. 
     May such a critical examination of the work and an appropriation 
of the insights it contains lead the reader not only to a true estimation 
of the worth of this much underrated book but to a philosophical re-
newal in our time and to a return of philosophy to its great and classi-
cal issues which have been so sorely neglected in recent times. 
     From what has been said it should become clear that this book not 
only fills a gap in the English language philosophical literature but ful-
fils at once both goals of the present series: to deal with classical and 
with phenomenological realism which are - in the last analysis - not 
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two but one single endeavour. For any truly classical realism is such 
only in the measure to which it truly returns to things themselves. 
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INTRODUCTION 

     If we consider the philosophy generally predominant in the univer-
sities of today, we are struck by the miserable role that many philoso-
phers themselves consign to philosophy. 
     We are thinking of positivistic and relativistic philosophies of every 
kind, logical positivism, empirical sensism, and the like. We are think-
ing of all those professors of philosophy who look upon science as 
something incomparably superior to philosophy, who have difficulty 
in proving that philosophy has a right to exist, who actually betray the 
very nature and role of philosophy.  
     Reduced to its essentials, the philosophical creed of such men, logi-
cal positivists and semanticists, for example, actually amounts to a de-
nial of philosophy. Sometimes this denial consists in restricting phi-
losophy to the role of a mere handmaid to the sciences. Sometimes it 
involves the dissolution of philosophy, and the handing over of its ob-
jects to science. Thus ethics is often made an anthropological or socio-
logical topic, or even a field for psychoanalysis. Epistemology and aes-
thetics are interpreted as parts of experimental psychology. And, as a 
matter of course, metaphysics is denied absolutely. 
     The striking feature about the men who thrive in this philosophical 
climate, when compared with the relativists and skeptics of former 
days, is their attitude toward science. The skepticism of the Greek 
Sophists extended consistently to all knowledge, philosophical as well 
as scientific (insofar as we can speak of scientific knowledge as distinct 
from philosophical knowledge in the fifth century B.C.). When the 
Sophists denied objective truth, they gave to philosophy a decisive and 
supreme role. It was philosophy which gave the verdict about all kinds 
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of knowledge; their philosophy, negative though its content may have 
been, claimed to be queen in the sphere of knowledge. 
     If we examine the relativistic or skeptical philosophies in former 
times, we find that they did not refuse to grant philosophy an impor-
tant role. They showed no tendency to favor science at the expense of 
philosophy. Even Hume's skepticism was directed just as much against 
science as it was against philosophy. 
     Today, on the contrary, there is a boundless respect for, and an 
unwavering faith in, science exhibited by the very philosophers who 
deny objective truth and profess, as philosophers, complete relativism 
and subjectivism. Unlike the skeptics of older times, they have an infe-
riority complex with respect to the role and importance of philosophy. 
Yet strangely, this does not hinder them from manifesting an arro-
gant, snobbish attitude toward all the actual topics of philosophy, to-
ward all metaphysical realities, toward morality, and toward religion. 
     But at the same time they look upon science as something incom-
parably superior, as something which is not at all affected by the de-
nial of objective truth which they profess. What are the reasons for 
this surprising attitude? 
     First, we must realize that these men, although they call themselves 
philosophers and are recognized as such by their contemporaries, 
have abandoned the very method of philosophical research. As a mat-
ter of fact, positivism in its various guises is not a wrong philosophy 
for the simple reason that it is not a philosophy at all. Positivism bor-
rows the methods of certain sciences to deal with philosophical topics. 
Methods and approaches which are legitimate, and even the only ade-
quate ones in certain sciences, are applied to the exploration of phi-
losophical topics, for which they are absolutely inept. 
     There are many wrong philosophies, for example, subjective ideal-
ism, or solipsistic psychologism, that can still claim the name of phi-
losophy, however erroneous, for despite their errors they are never-
theless the result of philosophical speculation, construction, and ar-

 58



gumentation. The characteristic feature of positivism, however, is that 
it attempts to deal with philosophical topics in a radically unphiloso-
phical manner. It approaches the data of morality, beauty in art and 
nature, the spiritual life of the human person, free will, love, and 
knowledge in a way which bars any contact with these data from the 
start and necessarily leads to overlooking them and replacing them by 
something else. 
     We must realize that all beings are not on one level, that one kind 
of object can differ from another to a tremendous degree, and that 
completely different intellectual "organs," each suited to the kind of 
object in question, must be called into play if we are to grasp the exis-
tence and nature of the many and varied beings given in experience. 
     Certain facts and data are readily accessible and may be grasped by 
anyone if only he is not absent-minded or slipshod in his approach. 
Thus, we may confidently expect that any normal person can give us a 
correct account about the number of persons in a room. We may 
likewise expect that a man will be able to give us a correct answer 
about the result of a chemical experiment if he has learned how to per-
form it. 
     But obviously we cannot expect a person to be able to inform us in 
the same way about the difference between purity and the absence of 
sexual instincts, or between the experiences of a moral prohibition 
and a psychological inhibition, or between something merely sad and 
something tragic. It would be foolish to expect a true answer, an an-
swer which corresponds to reality, from a person who is simply atten-
tive and reliable. Such qualifications are not sufficient here. The per-
son in question must actualize other intellectual "organs" in order to 
grasp the objects about which we inquire. He must, moreover, have 
the intellectual courage to stick, in his answer, to what he grasps, and 
he must have the philosophical talent to express and formulate his dis-
covery adequately. 
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In order to count the number of red and white corpuscles on a 
slide, a man need only look through a microscope and count accu-
rately. To describe a tissue under a microscope or to perform a chemi-
cal experiment is likewise within the capabilities of an orderly, atten-
tive person - he can just go ahead. No special intuition, no specific 
understanding is required, and still less a philosophical prise de con-
science. 

If we expect the difference between a moral prohibition and a psy-
chological inhibition to reveal itself in the same way as the number of 
red corpuscles on a slide, or the number of persons in a room, we shall 
never discover this difference. We have to realize that a great part of 
reality, and certainly not the least important part, is open to us only in 
a way completely different from that in which objects such as the 
number of corpuscles and the design of a tissue are accessible. To 
grasp these other realities, to state truths about their existence and na-
ture, we must actualize, as it were, another intellectual key. 

Ernst Mach made a humorous sketch of himself in search of the 
"ego." He claimed that after observing without prejudice everything 
about himself that was manifest to himself, he could not find the "ego" 
but could find only his body. This is symbolic of the approach to phi-
losophical matters taken by the positivists. 
The positivist considers as reliable, serious, and systematic only that 
knowledge which has the character of blunt observation. Not only 
does he identify systematic and critical knowledge with scientific 
knowledge, but he even uses only one part of scientific knowledge, 
namely, pure empirical observation, seeing in this the pattern of 
knowledge as such. Many things which, in his naïve approach to be-
ing, in his existential experience, are the most immediately and un-
doubtedly given, are excluded as merely subjective aspects, as illu-
sions, as soon as the positivist places them under the "microscope" of a 
so-called sober, realistic, serious intellectual analysis. Granted his ap-
proach to philosophy, the positivist's exclusion of these realities is un-
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derstandable. Yet we must realize that this intellectual analysis, arro-
gating to itself the name of philosophy, is in reality a bad copy of cer-
tain methods essential to science and implies an approach which 
forces us to look in a direction where these elementary data will never 
be found. From the very beginning this approach restricts the given as 
such to a specific type of accessibility. It erects an arbitrary frame and 
summarily denies the existence of everything not found within this 
frame. 
     The positivist confuses this type of accessibility, this form of tangi-
ble verification, with evidence. He overlooks the fact that something 
may be unequivocally given, that it may be a continuously presup-
posed fact, and that, nevertheless, it may not be possible to subject it 
to this tangible type of verification. The intrinsic evidence of certain 
principles, of the existence of moral values, of the difference between 
an inferiority complex and humility, of the difference between mind 
and brain, is in no way altered by the fact that all these realities cannot 
be recognized by mere, blunt observation, but have to be "under-
stood." They presuppose the actualization of another intellectual "or-
gan" than do the things which can be verified by blunt, tangible obser-
vation. 
     Philosophy essentially and necessarily implies the actualization of 
this higher spiritual "organ," and the realities which are the very topic 
of philosophy can only be verified in a way which, far from being infe-
rior to the tangible, incomparably surpasses it in its certitude and evi-
dence. 
     Hand in hand with this unphilosophical or antiphilosophical way 
of research and knowledge goes the reduction of one thing to another, 
which I mentioned in the Prolegomena of my Ethics.1 The "nothing 
else but" formula, which may be legitimate and adequate in science, is 
meaningless nonsense when applied to the intelligible data which are 

                                                           
1 Cf. Dietrich von Hildebrand, Christian Ethics (New York: McKay, 1954), pp. 6, 7 ff. 
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the special domain of philosophy. The main characteristic of positiv-
ism, which is not so much a philosophy as a pseudo philosophy, is the 
application of the "nothing else but" formula to all those data which 
form the classical topics of philosophy. It thereby reduces them to be-
ings which are of concern to the sciences. 
     That certain self-styled philosophers make philosophy an intellec-
tual outcast is partly explained, therefore, by their abandoning the 
truly philosophical approach in favor of an empirical method of blunt 
observation. But there is a second reason why these men look upon 
philosophy as a pariah that must beg crumbs from the table of science. 
Most of them are very poorly gifted as philosophers. They lack the tal-
ents and gifts indispensable for a true philosopher. This does not 
mean that they lack intelligence. On the contrary, some of them, espe-
cially logicians and semanticists, possess a very refined type of formal 
intelligence. They have a mental sharpness and agility akin to that re-
quired of mathematicians. But they are wanting completely in specifi-
cally philosophical powers. As Maritain once very rightly said, the 
main difference between one philosophy and another seems to hinge 
on this, namely, whether the particular thinker sees certain things or 
does not see them. 
     To discover in a philosophical prise de conscience those data which 
are not accessible to blunt observation, though they are most certainly 
immediately given, to delve into the mysteries of being, to have the 
courage to cling steadfastly to the data reached in a prephilosophical 
experience, and to penetrate these data and do justice to their nature – 
these are the specifically philosophical gifts. In vain shall we look for 
this gift in the average professor of philosophy today. 
     Yet in facing the contemporary intellectual situation, we are con-
fronted with a paradox. On the one hand, philosophy is discredited by 
reason of the poor and lowly place which the average philosopher 
bashfully grants it. On the other hand, there lives in the soul of mod-
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ern man a passionate thirst for the true answers to real philosophical 
problems. 
     Positivistic, relativistic, and nominalistic pseudo philosophy gains 
more and more influence as an official philosophy in colleges, im-
planting an attitude of excessive awe toward science in the mind of the 
average man. Paradoxically, an increasing unrest and longing for true 
philosophy is engendered by the fact that this "philosophy" simply ig-
nores all the vital problems of man, his life as a personal being, his 
happiness, his destiny. It is engendered by the unrealistic, nonexisten-
tial, and insipid character of this "antiphilosophical" philosophy. 
     This pseudo philosophy, in which science takes the place of meta-
physics and religion, more and more corrodes the life of man, making 
him more and more blind to the real cosmos, in all its plenitude, 
depth, and mystery. It imprisons man in a universe deprived of its true 
light, of the features which give meaning to everything, such as good 
and evil, true and false, right and wrong; it locks him in a universe 
which is dehumanized, reduced to a "laboratory," stripped of all color, 
a universe in which all the great and fundamental realities of a per-
sonal human life are ignored, ousted, or denied. Today we are witness-
ing an inner revolt against the deformation expressed in this pseudo 
philosophy, a revolt which dramatically manifests itself. 
     The great number of suicides, greater than in any previous period 
of history, the great number of mental diseases, the frightening in-
crease of juvenile delinquency, all eloquently disclose the inner revolt 
against positivism, with all its metaphysical boredom and suffocating 
dullness. Never was the need for a true philosophy more urgent; and 
by "true" is meant: first, a genuine philosophy instead of a philosophy 
which has abandoned the very character of philosophical knowledge, 
and, second, a philosophy which does justice to reality in its content. 
Never was philosophy more of an existential vital need, because never 
before has the naïve approach of man to being been so corroded by a 
pseudo philosophy which makes a fetish of science. 
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     Whatever may have been the philosophy of an earlier day and its 
conception of love, for example, never before have men in their life 
denied the reality of love between man and woman, never have the 
poets ceased to sing about it and praise it. It is only now that theories 
reducing love to a sublimated sex instinct are beginning to corrode the 
living approach to love. Not only love, but truth; not only truth, but 
beauty, art, authority, and happiness - all have begun to wither, thanks 
to the corroding influence of theories which confuse them with other 
things or which deny them outright because they are not accessible to 
blunt observation and "empirical verification by a community of neu-
tral observers." 
     We do not claim, however, that there are lacking today philoso-
phers in the true and full sense. In the recent past, thinkers like Berg-
son, Husserl, Scheler, and Blondel have eloquently and magnificently 
demonstrated that the stream of true philosophy has not run dry. This 
stream, which runs deeply through all centuries, appears again in 
these men. Again, even if we take no account of the representatives of 
a Christian philosophy and of all those in whom lives the spirit of the 
philosophia perennis, if we prescind from those who constantly deal 
with classical problems and enrich the philosophical conquest of being 
with rich and valuable insights (we are thinking of a Marcel), we find 
that those contemporary thinkers who deal with philosophical topics 
in a philosophical way merit the title of philosophers. For instance, 
Heidegger's works, whatever be the merit of their content, display a 
real philosophical method. They have absolutely no bashfulness about 
the role of philosophy in its relation to science. Philosophy holds its 
sovereign place and dares to deal with fundamental philosophical and 
metaphysical problems. Above all, they fully emphasize the vitality 
and dominance of philosophical problems far man. 
     This book is dedicated to a rehabilitation of philosophy. It aims to 
elaborate upon the true nature of philosophical knowledge, the true 
topic of philosophy, its epistemological dignity and its existential vital-
ity. We also hope that it may become an efficient weapon in razing the 
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fortress of those who make a fetish of science, and serve to reopen the 
gates to the authentic universe, to the cosmos in all its height, breadth, 
and depth. 
     This book will seek to expound the classical role of philosophy in 
man's life. The author fully realizes the opposition this book will en-
counter. He foresees the ironic smiles on the faces of many positivists, 
who will consider this work an expression of an obsolete reactionary 
mentality. He expects to be condemned by those who worship science, 
who will consider this book as superannuated, naïve, and unscientific. 
     With this book, I consciously and gladly throw the glove into the 
arena. I am fully aware of the insufficiency of my contributions in 
comparison with the depth and grandeur of my topic, and I am under 
no illusion that this book can do full justice to the enormous task it 
undertakes. I am, however, unshakably convinced of the imperative 
necessity of fulfilling a great and timely task by rehabilitating philoso-
phy and declaring war on positivism and relativism. 
     It would be a complete misunderstanding to see in this book any 
revolt against science as such, or any lack of respect and full apprecia-
tion for its enormous and admirable achievements in physics, chemis-
try, biology, and medicine. No. War is not to be waged against science. 
That would be a ridiculous and futile enterprise. But it is to be waged 
against those who look upon science as some sort of a magical charm 
and attempt to deal with topics of philosophy in the same way as they 
proceed legitimately in science. War is to be waged against replacing, 
by a pseudo scientific method, the authentic philosophical analysis of 
those topics which are accessible only to the "philosophical organ." We 
say pseudoscientific, because the same method which is adequate in 
the framework of scientific research is inept and useless when applied 
to topics which are by their very nature inaccessible to this method. 
     Certainly, to convert a champion of positivism or relativism or 
logicism, more is needed than strict arguments and convincing proofs. 
From the start he places himself outside the range of this discussion. 
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His blindness to reality will blind him also to the objective validity of 
our arguments and unambiguous elaborations. 
     But all those who, although nourished by these pseudo philoso-
phies and perhaps infected by them, have nonetheless preserved their 
"anima naturaliter philosophica," who still long for answers which 
only true philosophy can give, may find in this book deliverance from 
the prejudices of philosophical relativism combined with the fetishism 
of science. 
     Militant as this introduction is, we must emphasize, however, that 
the main character of this book is neither apologetic nor polemical. 
The rehabilitation of philosophy will be accomplished by a thoroughly 
objective, sober analysis of the true nature of philosophy and by an 
elaboration of the true character of apriori knowledge, or, as we prefer 
to say, of the veritates aeternae - the eternal truths. 
     This book is not concerned with polemics and with refuting the er-
rors of fashionable pseudo philosophy. Purely positive insights con-
cerning the nature of philosophical knowledge and the topic of phi-
losophy will unmask the betrayers of philosophy. The main contents 
of this book are purely positive, and the author hopes above all that he 
has contributed new insights in the field of the theory of knowledge 
which have value and importance even when considered apart from 
the present philosophical situation, with its discrediting of philosophy 
and its need for the rehabilitation of philosophy. 
 
 

Introductory Remarks 
     There are attitudes in man which disclose quite clearly the charac-
ter of his earthly situation as being a status viae. Such are questioning, 
longing, and hope. They are not confined simply to this status viae as 
are weariness and illness, among others, in the vital sphere. On the 
one hand, they show us that man is a being ordered toward eternity 
and that his life transcends mere animal existence; on the other hand, 
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they manifest the unfulfillment and incompleteness of his earthly 
situation. They simultaneously demonstrate both the finitude of man's 
existence and his relation to the infinite. Man in statu viae, in this 
earthly journey of existence, is a questioner. This basic, classical role of 
questioning, as a component of earthly existence and the transcendent 
character of man, reveals itself above all in the fundamental questions 
concerning the meaning of the world, the meaning of life, the destiny 
of man, and especially concerning the ultimate root of being, i.e., the 
absolute questions which live in the heart of every man – however 
deeply they may be buried, however much man tries intentionally to 
put them out of his way. 
     The basic questions of every man are thus religious and philosophi-
cal. A philosophical question is not the idle concern of a sophisticated 
mind, nor does it possess only a specialized interest for an academic 
mind. On the contrary, it is a fundamental component of the human 
mind. 
     We intend to investigate the meaning and nature of philosophical 
inquiry. 
     The meaning and nature of a certain type of questioning is deter-
mined by the very object about which one inquires and, again, by the 
kind of knowledge one wants to obtain. An investigation which would 
treat of the nature of philosophical inquiry must include, therefore, an 
analysis of the nature of the philosophical way of taking cognizance of 
something, of the kind of knowledge desired in philosophy, and of the 
objects of philosophy. Ultimately, philosophical inquiry makes sense if 
there is a kind of knowledge which is able to fulfill this inquiry, i.e., to 
answer it. If such knowledge is nonexistent, then philosophical inquiry 
is meaningless. The main clarifications of the nature of philosophical 
inquiry will ensue as soon as we grasp the nature and meaning of tak-
ing philosophical cognizance of something as well as of the object of 
philosophy. This being so, not only must we begin the investigation 
with an analysis of taking philosophical cognizance of something in its 
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essential relation and contradistinction to prescientific, extrascientific, 
and scientific knowledge, but we also must give it the broadest posi-
tion in our discussion because it is most basic. In such a way we shall 
advance step by step to the understanding of the meaning of philoso-
phical questioning itself.  
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I. KNOWLEDGE IN GENERAL 

1. Knowledge as a primary datum 

     The act of knowledge is an ultimate datum which cannot be re-
duced to anything else. Therefore, we cannot "define" it; we can only 
point to it indirectly. The true nature of knowledge can be grasped 
only in itself and not through anything else. In order to fix our spiri-
tual eye unequivocally on this datum we must distinguish the act of 
knowledge itself from all neighboring data, such as judging and being 
convinced. To deepen our grasp of the nature of knowledge, and to 
see it in greater clearness, we must, furthermore, endeavor to behold 
its characteristic features. We must, however, avoid the error of think-
ing that the apprehension of the special features and properties of 
knowledge can replace the direct grasp of the datum itself. On the 
contrary, these features can be understood only on the basis of a liv-
ing, intuitive contact with the act of knowledge. 
     If we consider the human person, we are struck by the fundamental 
role that knowledge plays in his life. The unique capacity for the indi-
vidual person to partake in the existence of the entire remainder of the 
world, which knowledge in all its forms represents, from a simple per-
ception right up to an insight into a state of facts, is the basis of our 
whole spiritual life. All our willings and strivings, our loves and hates, 
our joys and sorrows presuppose knowledge. They presuppose a con-
sciousness of the object of willing, striving, loving, a knowledge of it, 
an understanding grasp of it. Causality links us, as it does non-
personal beings such as a stone, a plant, an animal, to the total world 
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which surrounds us, beginning with the physical, spatial, colored, 
sounding world, full of material things and events, and going on all 
the way to the people about us. But in addition we are linked to these 
in the entirely unique way of a spiritual grasping of the world, an in-
tentional participation in it, a spiritual comprehension of it; and this is 
knowledge. If we can say that the being of a person cannot be thought 
of without including his capacity for knowledge, so, too, must we say 
that knowledge cannot be conceived without including the spiritual 
person, a conscious being, who has an intentional structure and a ca-
pacity for transcending the limited sphere of the self. Knowledge is a 
wholly unique contact in which one being touches another and pos-
sesses the other in an immaterial manner. This cannot possibly be 
similar to a merely causal contact between different objects of any 
kind. Rather, it essentially presupposes that one being is a personal 
subject, a conscious being. 
     Knowledge, moreover, is a one-sided contact in which the object is 
grasped by the subject, that is to say, a contact which implies a change 
only in the subject knowing and not at all in the object known. But 
this change in the subject must not be interpreted to mean that the 
known object becomes part of our personal being. Just as the object is 
not changed in its own objective being when it is known, so it does not 
become, when we know it, a real part of our personal being. Certainly, 
knowledge represents a participation of the subject in the object which 
is known. When we see the color orange, we truly partake of orange in 
a unique way. We possess it spiritually insofar as we have a conscious-
ness of it. But this intentional contact must be fully distinguished from 
a real, physical participation in the being of the object. We do not "be-
come" orange when we see it. The partaking of our minds in the being 
of the object which is known is neither the transformation of our be-
ing into that of the object nor a real incorporation of the known object 
into our personal being. 

When we rejoice we really live this joy; the joy is a real constituent 
part of us: we are joyful. Likewise the act of gaining knowledge of 
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something is a real constituent part of us, an act of our person. In such 
a case, we are perceivers. But the object which we grasp in the act of 
gaining knowledge, simply because we are grasping it, in no way be-
comes a real part of our personal being. We remain really and fully 
distinct from it, although we "penetrate" it in a very marked way and 
the object is - in some way - "incorporated" in us. We embrace it, as it 
were, spiritually from above. 

The overlooking of this basic fact has been the central error of the 
various forms of psychologism. It comes about through the equivocal 
use of the notion "content-of-consciousness." It must certainly be evi-
dent that we are concerned with two wholly different things, when (1) 
we have a consciousness of an object and, when (2) something is itself 
a conscious being, such as an act which we accomplish, for example, 
the act itself of taking cognizance of something. 

2. The specific features of taking cognizance of something 

     From the start we must understand that taking cognizance in the 
widest sense is a unique contact with an object, a contact which only a 
spiritual person can accomplish and which is different from every real 
"becoming" on the part of the subject. Taking cognizance of some-
thing is essentially a "receiving." Every theory of knowledge which sees 
it as a spiritual "producing" of something misunderstands taking cog-
nizance of something in its most essential nature. It belongs to the 
very meaning of taking cognizance that an object, such as it really is, is 
grasped by the person, becomes understood and known, that the ob-
ject discloses itself and unfolds before our spiritual eyes. 
     The idealistic interpretation of taking cognizance of something as a 
spiritual building up out of an amorphous stuff and as a creation of 
the object of knowing is, therefore, equivalent to denying knowledge. 
Moreover, the misunderstanding of this basic meaning of taking cog-
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nizance of something necessarily travels in a vicious circle. Let us see 
why this is true. Transcendental idealism interprets taking cognizance 
of something as a construction of the object and thereby denies that 
we are able to grasp a real object such as it is. Yet it claims that phi-
losophy describes the real nature of knowledge. It is perfectly clear 
that transcendental idealism does not consider its own interpretation 
of knowledge as a mere construction and that it claims it to be the dis-
closure of the authentic nature of knowledge. With this claim it tacitly 
presupposes and silently reintroduces the real nature and true notion 
of taking cognizance, namely, the grasping of an object such as it is, 
and not the constructing of an object. This intrinsic contradiction in 
transcendental idealism is, however, inevitable. For the genuine datum 
of knowledge and taking cognizance of something is so elementary 
that every attempt to deny it or to interpret it as something else neces-
sarily leads to a vicious circle. Taking cognizance, as the genuine re-
ceiving and grasping of a being as it is, is really so elementary and in-
evitable a fact that it silently comes back into the picture and regains 
its rightful place even when a person tries to explain it away as some-
thing else. 
     Idealism declares that what presents itself to our naïve under-
standing as knowledge is in reality something completely different. 
The failure to distinguish between taking cognizance of something 
and the other different theoretical acts, such as judging and the like, 
has furthered this principal misunderstanding of the nature of knowl-
edge. For such acts, in contrast to taking cognizance of something, 
present us with an outspokenly active character. By showing the dif-
ferent character of the theoretical acts we can expose the nature of 
knowledge more sharply and clearly. 
     Consider an objective body of knowledge, represented, for exam-
ple, by a science such as botany. All the statements which it has so far 
made about the known plant world are the result of a specific spiritual 
act, namely, assertion. An assertion is a very special kind of act in 
which, through the medium of a proposition, we claim that a state of 
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facts exists. It bears an outspokenly active character and not only a 
spontaneous one. Its objects are actual states of facts. We cannot af-
firm a person, the color red, a statue, a value, and so forth, but only a 
state of facts, a "how-it-is," or a "that-it-is." Hence, we can affirm only 
that something exists or is formed in such and such a way. In the as-
sertion, the state of facts is not given to us. Rather, we ourselves point 
meaningfully to the fact through the medium of concepts and words. 
We cannot affirm a state of facts to be so without simultaneously for-
mulating a sentence and thereby positing a unique spiritual entity, the 
proposition, to which truth and falsity are primarily attributed. Here 
we in no way reach knowledge. Instead, we objectify knowledge which 
we already possess. 
     Affirmation or assertion, which Adolf Reinach in a masterful way 
distinguishes from conviction, is the real judgment in the full, strict 
sense of the word. Only in the realm of affirmation do we encounter 
the peculiar objective entity - the proposition.1

     The affirmation, or judgment in the strict sense, forms in a certain 
way the classical end point and conclusion in the entire process of 
knowledge, an end point, however, which does not belong to the act of 
knowledge itself but which rather constitutes a new entity beyond it. 
In affirmation, one fundamental "intention," immanent to a specific 
and thematic knowledge, finds fulfillment, namely, the "intention" to 
objectify the truth grasped, to make it a public affair, to fix it for other 
persons. Affirmation belongs to spiritual "acts" in the strict sense. 
These include questioning, promising, communicating, commanding, 
etc., all of which must be completely distinguished from responses 
and, even more, from every form of taking cognizance of something. 

                                                           
1 The proposition must be sharply distinguished both from the act of affirming or 
judging, and from the state of facts to which we refer in our affirmation. It is of the 
proposition that we predicate truth or falsity, depending on whether or not it corre-
sponds to the state of facts in question. 
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Taking cognizance, even in its broadest sense, must be dis-
tinguished from the judgment. They differ in the following respects: 

1. In every act of taking cognizance, be it a simple perception of red 
or an insight into a state of facts, an object discloses itself to me, I re-
ceive a knowledge of it. The intention goes, as it were, from the object 
to me: I listen. With the judgment, on the other hand, no object is 
given to me; but I proclaim, so to speak, that a certain state of facts ex-
ists - that it is so. The intention clearly goes from me to the object. I 
speak and the knowledge of the existence of the "how-it-is" is presup-
posed. 

2. The object of taking cognizance in the widest sense can be con-
tents of all kinds, things as well as states of facts, qualities as well as 
events, spiritual persons as well as values. The object of judgments, on 
the contrary, can only be the "how-it-is," the state of facts. 
     The basic difference between the judgment and the act of taking 
cognizance of something remains the same even though both are 
closely knit together psychologically. Often taking cognizance of 
something is directly succeeded by a judgment. The various types of 
personal acts take place in a psychologically narrow neighborhood 
and so closely together in time that one is at first disposed and 
tempted to treat them as a single whole. Thus, for example, the con-
clusion which so rapidly appears in connection with some perceptions 
without any further thought on our part. For example, we hear the 
doorbell ring at a certain time and we conclude that the mail has ar-
rived. Although an authentic conclusion is here present, which repre-
sents a different kind of act, in contrast to the perception of the sound, 
it takes place so quickly and so readily joins itself to everything else 
without a new start or beginning, that one is tempted to take these two 
very different experiences for a single whole. The inner meaningful 
conjunction of these two experiences, however, does not take away 
their essential difference. From the intelligence that my friend is com-
ing, the response of joy not only presents itself directly and readily, 
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but it is also profoundly and meaningfully linked to this intelligence. 
The consciousness of my friend's coming is the necessary presupposi-
tion of my joy, which builds itself organically and meaningfully upon 
it. But the difference between the knowledge of a communication on 
the one hand and the response of joy on the other is in no way dimin-
ished because of this. 
     Judging and taking cognizance of something, therefore, remain es-
sentially different things, however closely linked together they are – 
however much the judging forms the classical end point of the theme 
of knowledge. 
     Taking cognizance of something must also be distinguished from 
yet another neighboring datum, namely, the theoretical response of 
conviction, which affirmation presupposes. Conviction belongs to the 
responses2 of a person. In conviction the person gives an "answer," 
with specific content, to an object. As we see3 in the case of venera-
tion, esteem, enthusiasm, or love, the person directs himself with a 
specific content to an object, which represents an answer to the value 
of the object. It is, as it were, an inner "word" spoken to the object, a 
word meaningfully based upon the value of the object. Something 
analogous can be found in the case of conviction. Unlike an affirma-
tion, it is not an act in the strict sense of the word; nor is it, like taking 
cognizance of something, a receptive taking in of something. It is 
rather a typical response. Only it is a theoretical response, like doubt 
and conjecture, in contrast to the affective responses, like joy, sorrow, 
enthusiasm, indignation, and love. In this case the answer does not re-
fer to the positive or negative importance of an object, but rather to its 
existence. The inner "yes" of the conviction refers to the existence of a 
state of facts. 

                                                           
2 Christian Ethics (New York: McKay, 1954), Chap. 17. 
3 Ibid. 
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Conviction as well as affirmation must be sharply distinguished 
from taking cognizance of something. Conviction clearly differs from 
taking cognizance of something in the following ways: 

1. Conviction possesses a spontaneous character, whereas taking 
cognizance of something, in the widest sense, is receptive. In the con-
viction, I speak, as it were, to the object. In taking cognizance of some-
thing, the object speaks to me. In conviction, the direction of the in-
tention goes from me to the object. In taking cognizance, it is vice 
versa. 

2. In conviction, an object does not disclose itself to me. Instead, I 
take a stand toward the object. Conviction is not a "having" of the con-
tent of an object, but an answer on my part to the existence of that 
content. It is not a "consciousness of" a content on the object side, 
whereby I am, as it were, void, but rather the accomplishment of some 
specific content in me, with which I give my answer to an existent. 

3. The object of conviction can be only a "how-it-is," i.e., a state of 
facts. I cannot be "convinced" of a red color, a person, a value, or a ma-
terial thing. I can only be convinced that something is, or that a thing 
is such and not otherwise. Taking cognizance, in the widest sense, is 
not restricted merely to the "how-it-is." 
     4. To be sure, conviction does not, like affirmation, aim at the 
"how-it-is," the state of facts, through the medium of propositions, but 
rather reaches it immediately. In conviction, however, we do not "dis-
cover" an object as we do in taking cognizance of something. Instead, 
we give our answer to it. Consequently, conviction already presup-
poses knowledge of the "how-it-is." 
     We can hardly think of a form of taking cognizance of something 
to which a conviction in the widest sense is not attached, either with 
reference to the existence or the character of the object in question. 
Nevertheless, taking cognizance of something and conviction are not 
identical. Indeed, conviction is necessarily a fruit of taking cognizance, 
but in its very nature it is completely different from taking cognizance 
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itself, in which the "how-it-is" is grasped as existing. Conviction is es-
sentially an epiphenomenon. It is therefore secondary with respect to 
taking cognizance. In taking cognizance, the object itself is the guaran-
tee of its existence. It decides, and not I. In conviction, the decision 
rests with me, even though it is completely rooted in the known object 
and has in no way a voluntary character, much less a capricious one. 
Nevertheless, it is always the accomplishment of my response to the 
existence of an object.4

     It is a matter of fundamental importance to distinguish taking cog-
nizance itself from all those spiritual attitudes which, on the one hand, 
precede it as a preparation and, on the other, are organically rooted in 
it. The failure to distinguish clearly between taking cognizance of 
something on the one hand and conviction, thinking, and judging on 
the other, has led to a misunderstanding of the decisive feature of tak-
ing cognizance as being a "receiving." It leads to the fatal idealistic er-
ror of conceiving our knowledge of an object as a kind of "producing." 
     Yet even in the case of these other intellectual attitudes there can be 
no question of any bringing forth of the object. We need only consider 
a case in which we really produce a spiritual reality, in a promise, for 
example. With a promise we create an objective liability on our part to 
fulfill what we have promised, and an objective claim on the part of 
the other person that we fulfill our promise. This unique, objective, 
legal entity, liability, which is to be distinguished fully from any mere 
"feeling of being liable," is posited in the world through our act of 
promising. Whereas previously it did not exist, now we have brought 
it into being. In the case of the spontaneous intellectual acts there can 
be no question of a similar production. In conviction, for example, I 
respond to a "how-it-is," but the "how-it-is," the state of facts, is nei-
ther brought into being nor changed as a result of my conviction. 

                                                           
4 Ibid. 
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On the contrary, it belongs to the very meaning of conviction that it 
turns toward a "how-it-is" which in its existence is completely inde-
pendent of the accomplishment of my conviction. With affirmation 
one can, it is true, speak at first of a "producing." But here too it is not 
the content of the object which is in question, not the known world of 
beings, but at the most the formulating and expressing of the proposi-
tion. The proposition constitutes itself through the affirmation. It is 
produced by it. But here the relation is quite different from that which 
exists between a promise and the liability it produces. Only by way of 
a broad analogy can we speak of the "production" of a proposition. 
     If we have learned to understand taking cognizance of something in 
the widest sense as that unique spiritual contact with being whereby 
the being in its own nature reveals itself to us and if we have under-
stood taking cognizance to be a transcendent contact with being, 
which represents neither a real participation in the being of the known 
object nor any kind of production or creating, we must now realize a 
third essential feature of taking cognizance of something, in the widest 
sense of the word. Even though the thoroughly receptive character is 
the decisive feature of taking cognizance in the broadest sense, never-
theless it is not a purely passive affair. Every case of taking cognizance 
has also an active component, which we can refer to as a spiritual "go-
ing with" the object and its nature. I am thinking here not only of the 
preparatory acts, like attentiveness, that explicit turning of the mind 
toward the object which displays itself in so many gradations. This is 
rather a presupposition for taking cognizance of something, not an 
element of taking cognizance itself. It merely effects a contact with the 
object on the part of the knower. If a person sees a house, another per-
son, or an event, without being attentive to it, his mind is "absent," and 
consequently it does not linger before the seen object. There is no real 
contact with the knower's mind. But by the active, spiritual "going 
with" which we have in mind here, we mean something which is an 
element in the process of taking cognizance itself. It is, as it were, the 
intentional echoing of the being of the object, the consummation of 

 78



the "understanding" of the actual momentary object, the full, explicit, 
spiritual reception of the object. 

This "going with" that belongs to taking cognizance of something, 
this spiritual penetration, plays quite different roles in the perception 
of the different kinds of objects. The higher and more complicated the 
object and the more meaningful it is, the more prominent becomes 
this "concerting" with the object and the more essential is its part in 
the whole process of taking cognizance. In the simple perception of a 
color it has not the same meaning and depth as in the perception of 
another person or even of an essence. 
     This active component in taking cognizance of something in no 
way implies a contradiction to the basically receptive character of 
knowing. The active component not only does not cancel the receptive 
character, it does not even imply a limitation of it, for it may not in 
any sense be understood as any kind of production of the object of 
knowledge. This "going with" is only an active co-operation with the 
self-disclosure of the object. It is not a production of the object. Nei-
ther is it a "copy" of the object, not even in the broadest sense in which 
we can call a formulation of a sentence a "copy" of the intended state 
of facts. It is, furthermore, a spiritual "infiltration" into the object, 
which does not produce a second spiritual object, but explicitly exe-
cutes the intentional participation in the object or the spiritual posses-
sion of it. 
     This "going with" is a typical starting point for the idealistic misin-
terpretation of taking cognizance of something as a producing of the 
object. Taking cognizance of essences, above all else, is easily mistaken 
for a spiritual "creating" of these from the material of the perceived, 
concrete object. This mistake is all the easier in the case of taking cog-
nizance of essences because the active element in taking cognizance 
plays a much more important role here than in taking cognizance of 
concrete existents. In truth, however, it is as little a creating of an ob-
ject as are the other types of taking cognizance. Here, as anywhere, it is 
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a receiving of an objective being. This receiving, when taking cogni-
zance of essences is in question, only requires a much more active, 
spiritual "going with" and "concerting" with the object. The activity in 
taking cognizance of something is simply an active accomplishing of 
the receiving. In no way does it cancel out the basis of all taking cogni-
zance as consisting in a self-revealing of the object. 
     We may speak in a twofold way, therefore, of the active elements in 
taking cognizance of something: (I) with respect to the preparatory 
turning of attention toward the object and the focusing upon it of a 
gaze corresponding to the depth and meaningfulness of the object; (2) 
with respect to the spiritual "going with" of the object. This "going 
with" is embedded in taking cognizance itself and is the alert and ac-
tive taking-in of the object, which gains in importance with the in-
creasing profundity and meaningfulness of the object. Neither the ac-
tivity which precedes taking cognizance nor the activity involved in it 
has the character of creating or producing the object itself or a new 
spiritual structure, such as the proposition, which might be conceived 
of as the "copy" of the state of facts. The element of "going with," em-
bedded in taking cognizance, is an activity in the passivity, an activity 
which is indispensable for full receiving. 
     To summarize briefly, then, taking cognizance of something repre-
sents first a unique spiritual contact with a being, in which the being 
displays itself to us in its specific nature. This transcendent spiritual 
contact represents an intentional participation in a being which must 
be sharply distinguished from a real or physical partaking. It is even 
more correct to call it a spiritual possession. St. Augustine calls it 
"habere quoddam." Second, taking cognizance is in no way a produc-
tion of the object known, but a receptive grasping of it. It does not 
even possess the spontaneity of conviction or, still less, of affirming, 
for it is to be distinguished sharply and altogether from the sphere of 
judging in the strict sense of the term. Third, the receiving, in which 
the object discloses itself, is even then not a purely passive thing. It 
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contains as such an active component also, the spiritual "going with" 
the ratio or essential nature of the object known. 
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II. BASIC FORMS OF KNOWLEDGE 

In its widest meaning knowledge includes all those acts in which di-
rectly or indirectly an object is disclosed to us in its nature and its ex-
istence. Obviously knowledge in this broad sense manifests itself in 
many different ways, for instance, in perception, inference, intellectual 
intuition, and learning from other persons, through the spoken or 
written word. In the previous chapter we used the expression "taking 
cognizance of something" as synonymous with "gaining knowledge of 
something." Here we intend to call attention to a distinction which 
will throw more precisely into relief the nature of "taking cognizance 
of something," and show how this act differs from simple "knowing." 

When someone tells us of a train accident, we learn something new. 
Previously we did not know that this accident took place. Such learn-
ing is one of the many forms of taking cognizance of something, of 
appropriating something new to our mind. It has a dynamic character. 
It includes a process, becoming acquainted with something, a change. 

If we then meet a second person who also tells us that this accident 
has occurred, we do not acquire any new knowledge, since we already 
know the fact he is relating. We will answer, "Yes, I know it already." 
     The type of knowledge to which we refer when we say "I know it," 
clearly differs from the type of knowledge which forms the subject of 
taking cognizance. This knowing, in which, as it were, we possess the 
object, has a static, not a dynamic, character. It is not a process of ap-
propriation involving a change, but a static possession. 

This static knowing is the result of learning; learning aims at the es-
tablishment of knowing. Thus we may also reply to a man who tells us 
something that we know, "Yes, I have learned it already." In mention-
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ing that it has been told to us, we imply that this information suc-
ceeded in creating a knowing, and thus, we can no longer learn it be-
cause we know it already. 

These two types of knowledge, namely, taking cognizance and 
knowing, differ even in a more formal and fundamental way from 
each other than perception does from inference. 

Yet in distinguishing taking cognizance from knowing, we in no 
way mean to deny their essential and most intimate connection. But in 
themselves they represent not only different stages of knowledge, but 
two definitely different acts of knowledge. The one is the dynamic 
process of learning, of acquiring knowledge; the other, the static pos-
session of the object. This difference pervades the entire sphere of 
knowledge independently of the specific nature of taking cognizance. 
Suppose someone makes the acquaintance of another person and per-
ceives his face for the first time. He grasps that he has blue eyes, blond 
hair, an aquiline nose, and so on. He learns many things through per-
ception. Upon seeing him a second time, although he again perceives 
all these things, he does not learn them again, because he already 
knows them. What happened in perceiving him for the first time can-
not be repeated, provided that he does not forget that the man has 
blue eyes, blond hair, and so on. Learning leads to knowing, but once 
knowing has been established, learning in the same respect cannot 
take place. 

Here, as in the case of learning something through other persons, 
the learning, with its dynamic character, clearly differs from the act of 
knowing, with its static character. 
     The same applies if we reach a form of knowing through deduction 
or induction. Taking cognizance, or the acquiring of knowledge - the 
"learning" - is always definitely an act different from the knowing 
which results from it. Taking cognizance and knowing are distin-
guished by the following marks. 
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     First: taking cognizance has, as we mentioned before, a dynamic 
character, whereas knowing is static. 
     Second: taking cognizance is an appropriation; knowing is a pos-
session resulting from this appropriation. 
     Third: taking cognizance takes place in a certain moment of time, 
more or less limited, and it belongs to the type of attitudes which are 
essentially restricted, in their existence, to a concrete period of time; 
knowing, on the other hand, can also subsist superactually;1 that is, it 
perdures in us in such a way that it can be immediately actualized 
within us. 
   Once we know something we continue to possess it superactually 
even if we are concerned with other things. This relation to the object 
which is implied in knowing, this spiritual possession, subsists even 
when we are focused on other objects. 
   The conserving power of man's intellect – present in all knowledge, 
and indispensable for every case of taking cognizance of something – 
as distinguished from the intellect's receptive and appropriating 
power, manifests itself in a special way in the superactual character of 
knowing. 
    The superactual existence of knowing discloses itself in the fact that 
the static possession, the awareness of the object, can always be actual-
ized again. Only when the object has been forgotten does the knowing 
cease to exist. We shall understand better this third difference between 
taking cognizance and knowing after we make some distinctions in 
the realm of knowing itself. 
    In the process of inferring, which is itself a form of taking cogni-
zance, the premises are present to our mind as actualized. We must 
actualize our knowledge of the premises in order to make the infer-

                                                           
1 In Christian Ethics, Chapter 17, we called attention to the superactual character of 
many personal attitudes, faith and love, for example, and we noted the importance of 
superactual existence for the depth and continuity of personal life. 
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ence. But there are many other cases in addition to inference when 
our "knowing" is fully actualized. If something preoccupies us, if we 
always think of an event which has great importance for us, we have 
present in our mind something which is already known and which is 
now actualized; in other words, there is a question here of actualized 
knowing. Yet our spiritual possession of the object is not restricted to 
those moments in which our mind is consciously focused on it. 
   The things we know in a superactual manner form a continuous ba-
sis for all the other things on which we concentrate at any particular 
moment. The implicit awareness of the realities we know superactu-
ally modifies those varying situations in which we focus our attention 
on this or that object. 
   Knowing implies a relation between us and an object, and this rela-
tion subsists superactually as long as we do not forget what we know. 
Many facts constitute the superactual basis of our life. Thus the Chris-
tian, no matter what he may actually be doing here and now, knows in 
a superactual way that Christ was born, that He died on the cross, that 
He is risen, that He is divine, and that He redeemed the world. 
   When we say that we know some facts superactually and that this 
superactual knowing subsists along with all other activities of our 
mind, we do not merely mean that the knowledge of something is, as 
it were, stored in our mind, and that we can draw it out of this reser-
voir of memory, or that it comes into our mind by some association or 
by our being reminded of it by others. By superactual subsistence we 
mean that we never lose some kind of implicit awareness of it. It lives 
as a basis in our mind in such a way that every concrete actual mo-
ment of our life would be radically changed if we did not know it. 
   This superactual knowing in the strict sense is possible only with re-
spect to certain kinds of facts and objects. 

The fact or object must be of decisive metaphysical importance. It 
must concern the most existential and fundamental questions, such as 
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relate to all the basic elements of a Weltanschauung. Thus it is above 
all in the sphere of religion that we encounter superactual knowing. 

The fact or object must at least have a high value, and thus be in-
serted into the world of goods in which our life displays itself. Knowl-
edge of the existence and of the personalities of beloved persons cer-
tainly forms a continual existential basis of our life, even when we are 
concentrating on completely different objects. Just as our love subsists 
superactually, coloring and forming every situation, so does our 
"knowing" of the beloved subsist. Again, we may have superactual 
knowing of great works of art, the beauty of which we have fully 
grasped and which have become parts of the caelum empyreum. The 
same applies to beautiful countries. In brief, every good endowed with 
high values, a good which plays such an existential role in life that 
without a knowledge of it our life would be different, is an object of 
superactual knowing. Or, to put the matter in other words, any object 
is an object of superactual knowing if the knowledge of it radically af-
fects life. 
   In an analogous fashion, the great evils connected with man's situa-
tion on earth are objects of superactual knowing.2 We know superac-
tually that we must die. We know that we are exposed to all kinds of 
dangers at every moment. Man's metaphysical situation, expressed by 
Pascal when he calls man a "thinking reed," is an object of superactual 
knowing. We also are always aware that every beloved person is sur-
rounded by dangers which threaten his health, life, and earthly happi-
ness. In short, the fact that this earth is a valley of tears is superactually 
known by man. The same applies to single great evils, which change 

                                                           
2 The superactual knowing of great evils is especially obvious in the case of a meta-
physical pessimist. That this pessimism is at bottom false, since it rests on a misunder-
standing of the sovereign position of values, does not prevent such knowledge from 
existing superactually and coloring the entire conscious life of the pessimist. The 
reader is referred to Christian Ethics, Chapters 5 and 6, for our discussion of a meta-
physical optimism based on the autonomous character of all genuine values. 
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the shape of our entire life, such as the death of the person most be-
loved. 
   It would be a great error to believe that the only beings present to the 
mind are those actually encountered in that small section of reality 
upon which the mind happens to be focused at the present moment. 
There is much more than this present to our minds at any given time. 
The world which, as it were, we carry with us, in which we live, the 
spiritual firmament under which we move and the sun of which illu-
minates our life, forms the implicit background against which the 
concrete content of our perceptions, thoughts, and activities appear. 
   Thus we see that one area of superactual knowing embraces those 
goods and evils which play a constitutive role in our lives, either be-
cause of their supreme metaphysical importance or because of their 
high value. But there are other goods and evils which can be the ob-
jects of superactual knowing, at least for a certain period of time, even 
though they do not play this constitutive role. I do not simply know 
the death of a dear friend and then push this knowledge aside. It lin-
gers in my superactual consciousness, coloring my thoughts and ac-
tivities for weeks, perhaps months. So, too, the expected arrival of a 
beloved person superactually preoccupies me although at any given 
time I am actually attending to some other object. Again, I know su-
peractually that a war is going on just as long as the war lasts. 
   The realm of the superactual includes, finally, all those facts which 
have a structural function in the exterior frame of our life. Among 
such facts may be included the country we are in at a given moment, 
or, more important, the country in which we reside, as well as the 
town in which we live. If we were not implicitly aware of these facts, 
our lives would certainly be changed. These facts form a background 
for all the changing objects of our consciousness. 
   In contrast to all these beings and facts, there are many things which 
cannot be the object of superactual knowing. Thus, our knowledge of 
how a substantive is declined in Latin or in German has not the char-
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acter of superactual knowing. Knowledge of such matters certainly 
remains a spiritual possession even when our mind is directed to other 
things. But it subsists merely potentially. It does not influence all the 
actual situations of our day. It does not form a background for our ac-
tual experiences. Rather, it is conserved in a reservoir, out of which it 
may be drawn. During the times it is not actualized, it is merely at our 
disposal so that it can be actualized whenever it becomes, for one or 
another reason, thematic. It is evident that the distinction made here 
between superactual knowing, on the one hand, and, on the other, po-
tential knowing, whereby many facts are kept in the reservoir of our 
memory, points to a difference not only in the known objects in ques-
tion but also in the very nature of the knowing itself. 
   Thus we see that there are three basic forms in which knowing can 
occur: first, in the actual form, when we actualize the spiritual posses-
sion of an object and when the known object is fully and consciously 
present to our mind; second, in the authentic superactual form, when 
the implicit awareness of certain facts and objects forms a continuous 
background for other experiences; third, in the form of memory, 
wherein the knowledge subsists merely potentially.3

   We do not, of course, pretend that this brief analysis has said all 
there is to be said about the differences in knowing which result from 
the varying importance of objects – all the way from the supreme 
metaphysical importance of certain goods to the merely technical im-
portance of certain others. Still, we have said enough to throw the 
three basic forms of knowledge into relief. We must now turn to dis-
tinctions of another kind within the sphere of knowing. 

                                                           
3 We prescind here from the profound difference which Bergson, in his Matière et 
Mémoire, has discovered between the technical memory, which deals with names and 
words, and intellectual memory, which deals with former experiences. Our third form 
of knowing refers to technical memory. The specific modifications of knowing im-
plied in intellectual memory is not our topic here. 
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   For example, there are two basically different types of knowing 
which in German are called kennen and wissen. 
   They are definitely two species of the genus of knowing. They are 
both static and both can occur in any of the three forms of knowing 
we have discussed thus far. They differ, first of all, in regard to their 
object, and, second, in their status as spiritual possessions of an object. 
The type of knowing designated by the German term wissen refers ex-
clusively to states of facts. It is always expressed in sentences such as: 
"I know that the moon is round, that Caesar crossed the Rubicon in 49 
B.C., or that 2 plus 2 is 4." Only facts or states of facts (the reality to 
which a proposition refers) are objects of this type of knowing. 
   On the other hand, that type of knowing which is called kennen in 
German refers to every type of being that is not a state of facts. We ex-
press this type of knowing when we say, for example, "I know this 
melody; I know this person, this country, this town, this color." In 
short, kennen refers to any object whatsoever, substance or accident, 
everything except states of facts. 
   Hereafter we shall use the English term knowing to signify what the 
German means by wissen, and the English phrase having knowledge of 
to represent the German kennen. We fully realize, of course, that in 
ordinary usage these English expressions in no way clearly indicate the 
difference in question. Hence, these terms are introduced artificially as 
pure termini technici, because there are no genuine terms in English to 
indicate this important difference. 

Knowing in general, as introduced above, that is to say, static spiri-
tual possession, in contrast to the dynamic taking cognizance of some-
thing, has thus two subdivisions. The first, in which the objects of 
knowing are states of facts, has been called knowing in a more limited 
sense. The second, wherein all types of being which are not states of 
facts are known, has been called having knowledge of something. 

The difference between knowing and having knowledge of some-
thing is not restricted to the formal and structural difference of their 
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respective objects. Both are characterized by a different act of know-
ing. Knowing in the narrower sense has a more linear character; that 
is, it is more direct and clear-cut. If we are asked, "Do you know that a 
war has broken out?" or "that a train has been derailed?" or "that the 
Queen of Siam had a child?" we answer with a clear "yes" or "no." If 
now we are asked whether we have knowledge of a person or of a 
work of art, for instance, King Lear or the Fourth Symphony of Bee-
thoven, we may also answer with a simple, "no," to indicate the fact 
that we are totally unacquainted with the object in question. 

But if we answer a question like this affirmatively, instead of a sim-
ple "yes," we may say, "only superficially," or "to a certain extent," or 
"well," or "through and through." In short, a large scale of a more or 
less intimate knowledge is possible here. There are many gradations. 

Having knowledge of a person or of a book or of a work o£ art can, 
therefore, be more or less complete. It refers not to the existence of 
something, but to its "such-being," in all parts and elements. 
   If a primitive stage of having knowledge of something is reached by 
taking cognizance of it in a perception, new acts of taking cognizance 
of the same object will lead, step by step, to a more adequate and com-
plete possession of it. 

Suppose we perceive a house for the first time. We become ac-
quainted with it and gain a superficial knowledge of it. When we see it 
several times more, our knowledge of it is increased in different direc-
tions. For example, we become aware of many details of its façade, and 
thereby our knowledge of the house is increased in the direction of a 
greater differentiation. When we also see the back of the house and its 
interior, our knowledge of the house is increased in a different direc-
tion, that of completeness, for we are now increasing our knowledge 
of the whole object by becoming acquainted with all its parts. And 
when we grasp more and more the artistic beauty of the house, our 
knowledge of it will be increased in the dimension of depth. 
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We can distinguish different stages of knowledge even with respect 
to objects simpler than a house. In the realm of knowledge there are 
degrees of intimacy as well as degrees of understanding. In the area of 
knowing in its limited sense, however, the objects of which are exclu-
sively states of facts, we find no similar gradations. Yet here we can 
speak of degrees of certitude, whereas we cannot do so with regard to 
having knowledge of an object. 

For instance, if someone is asked in a trial: "Did this man tell you 
what he has done?" he may answer: "It seems to me that he did, but 
I'm not certain." Again, someone in a process of research, after having 
discovered an important fact, but not yet having ascertained it fully, 
may say, "I do not yet know with certitude whether it is so or not." 
   The certitude of knowing may sometimes refer to my recollection, 
and then it is independent of the certitude of taking cognizance of 
something which led to the knowing. It refers simply to the perfection 
or imperfection of static possession. I may thus not know with cer-
tainty what I grasped before with full certitude. This certitude of recol-
lection refers only to the act of knowing and thus is restricted to an 
individual person. But the degree of certitude of knowing may also be 
an immediate result of the degree of certitude of taking cognizance. If 
someone simply told me a fact, I may say that I do not know it with 
the same certitude as if I had seen it with my own eyes. Here the de-
gree of certitude is a consequence of the certitude of the taking cogni-
zance of something, but it still may be restricted to my own person. 
Others may know it with certitude. Finally, the degree of certitude of 
knowing may refer not only to the way I took cognizance of it but also 
to the objective possibility of taking cognizance of it by any man. It 
refers, for instance, to the question of how well a given historical fact 
is ascertained or to the question whether the state of facts has an em-
pirical or an apriori character. 
   Though we must distinguish these two types of knowing in the lar-
ger sense, they interpenetrate each other continually. With every stage 
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of knowledge of an object, knowing (in the narrower sense) of a cer-
tain state of facts goes necessarily hand in hand. 
   The same applies mutatis mutandis to taking cognizance and know-
ing in the larger sense. We have already mentioned that taking cogni-
zance and knowing in the larger sense, embracing the two 
above-mentioned species, though forming two definitely different acts 
which are distinguished by several marks, are nevertheless closely 
connected. Every case of taking cognizance necessarily gives birth to 
static knowing. Moreover, both the dynamic taking cognizance and 
the static knowing have the same theme. Taking cognizance answers 
the question "How is it?" Its theme is that something is so and so. This 
theme has a dramatic character corresponding to the dynamic struc-
ture of this act. In knowing, the theme of "it is so" no longer has the 
dramatic note, for it now assumes the character of peaceful fulfill-
ment, according to the static structure of this act. Nevertheless the 
same theme is present. This theme, which both types have in com-
mon, we shall call the "notional" theme. It is concerned with the very 
core of knowledge, with the specific appropriation of something, with 
the unique relation to the object which knowledge embodies, with the 
penetration of the object by our intellect, with the understanding it. 
We stress that taking cognizance and knowing are both dominated by 
this "notional" theme, because there is still another theme in the 
sphere of knowledge, which we may call the contemplative theme. 
     Later on, in Chapter V, we shall elaborate the differences between 
these two themes and the implications connected with these differ-
ences.  
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III. THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHICAL 
KNOWLEDGE IN CONTRAST TO PRESCI-
ENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE 

Thus far we have treated of knowledge in general and have distin-
guished the basic forms of knowledge from each other. Now we shall 
seek to show in some detail the difference between philosophical and 
prescientific knowledge. 
     The contact with things gained through prescientific knowledge 
falls into two basic types. First, there is the naïve contact with being, in 
which the world with its numerous regions of being simply discloses 
itself to a person's mind during the course of life. Second, there is the 
more or less theoretical knowledge of being, in which one uncritically 
and unsystematically, although reflectively and basing himself on 
some principle, strives to know certain strata of being. 

1. Naïve prescientific knowledge 

     We turn first to the naïve type of prescientific knowledge, which 
has a very important function for philosophical knowledge. For the 
present, however, our concern is to show how this naïve form of tak-
ing cognizance of something differs from the philosophical. 
     Philosophical taking cognizance of something is always distinctly 
thematic. This means that contact with the object is decisively ruled by 
the theme of appropriating some knowledge about it. The mind is 
clearly directed to the object as to something-to-be-known. This form 
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of taking cognizance possesses an inner dramatic character which is 
pregnant with the desire of appropriating knowledge about the object. 
If we look at naïve knowing we find, at first, cases in which taking 
cognizance is completely unthematic. This is always true, for example, 
when we perceive something casually, without clearly directing our 
attention to it. Thus, we are expecting a friend and we casually per-
ceive the surroundings while our attention is wholly taken up by the 
expectation of his arrival. Such casual perceptions certainly lead us to 
a knowledge of different contents, but not only is there no explicit ap-
propriation involved, there is not even present here the theme of tak-
ing cognizance. The essential theme of this situation is primarily not 
theoretical. An affective or practical theme dominates the situation, 
namely, the desire to meet a friend. A secondary theme also present 
here consists in a conscious wondering about the arrival of the friend. 
To this belongs the perception of all signs which could point to this 
arrival – of all that happens at the place where we believe he will come. 
Far beyond this theme, however, lies the casual perception of a house, 
a group of trees which I see standing somewhere, the song of a bird in 
the trees, and the like. 
     Needless to say, we do not have in mind here those cases in which 
we are so distracted that no act of taking cognizance occurs, even 
though our senses are affected by external stimuli. What we have in 
mind is a real grasping, but one which proceeds completely unthe-
matically. In the situations which we have in mind here, casual im-
pressions take place whereby we take cognizance of something, but in 
them neither the object known nor knowledge about the object is 
thematic. 
     This completely unthematic, naïve contact with being is very far 
removed from philosophical taking cognizance of something. It is so 
precisely because it lacks the thematic touch. 
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     We might add that this naïve grasping is a fortiori completely un-
critical. Whenever taking cognizance is in no way thematic we reach 
the climax of uncritical, naïve acceptance of the aspects of an object. 

Another type of naïve taking cognizance is ordinary acquaintance 
with a content, as when one sees a color for the first time or meets an-
other person for the first time. Here knowledge is tacitly thematic, but, 
in opposition to a philosophical contact with being, there is no explicit 
awareness that knowledge is thematic, there is no tension between the 
"how-is-it" and the "it-is-so." It is a simple naïve acquaintance with a 
content. Yet, in comparison to those situations wherein objects are 
only casually perceived, the content of knowledge is here a matter of 
conscious grasping. 

When someone sees a landscape for the first time, it is usually not 
with the explicit intention to get acquainted with it, but rather with 
the attitude of a child whom we take for a walk. He grasps certain fea-
tures of the landscape, acquiring a knowledge about it, but all this 
without the inner question: "How is it?" and likewise without the an-
swer: "It is so." There is only the naïve taking in of the existence of an 
object together with its nature. 

Such naïve knowledge is clearly different from philosophical 
knowledge. First, the explicit theme of knowledge is absent; second, 
there is no critical attitude which seeks to push forward an ascertained 
identification of a being in its true essence and which, consequently, 
questions the aspect given in perception. 
     There are, furthermore, far-reaching areas of naïve knowledge 
which differ from philosophical knowledge because of their pragmatic 
character. Very often our naïve grasp of something is closely linked 
with the accomplishment of practical purposes. As we search for ways 
and means to reach a practical goal, we frequently make various ob-
servations and perceive different aspects of an object. A prisoner, for 
example, discovers a window through which he hopes to escape. The 
window as such is not too interesting to him. It is only a means for his 
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escape. The knowledge of the nature of the room is not in itself the-
matic for him. In a secondary way, however, it is, because an emi-
nently practical feature, which as such lies completely beyond the 
theme of knowledge, coincides with a certain part of the nature of the 
room, inasmuch as the very possibility of escape depends upon the 
character of the room. 

Again, a thirsty man is seeking water and suddenly perceives a well. 
The perception of the state of facts, namely, "Here is a well," is even 
accomplished with acute attention. It has a distinctly thematic quality, 
not, however, in itself, but only secondarily for the sake of quenching 
his thirst. 

If a cook notices that "the water is now boiling," this fact is distinctly 
perceived. Nevertheless, it is not only completely imbedded in the ac-
complishment of a practical purpose, but the actuality of this state of 
affairs has interest and importance only insofar as it is a means for a 
practical end. The knowledge of this state of affairs has, therefore, only 
a secondary thematic character. 
    Philosophical taking cognizance of something differs in a twofold 
way from all naïve knowledge that bears a pragmatic character. First, 
in the latter, the knowledge in question is only secondarily thematic. 
The question: "How is it?" is not thematic as such, but only insofar as 
it is an indispensable prerequisite for the accomplishment of a practi-
cal end. This implies an essentially different attitude toward the object 
than is found in a philosophical approach to it. The object in itself is 
not taken with full seriousness. It is purely secondary to my interest. 
Second, and more important, pragmatic taking cognizance of some-
thing is necessarily one-sided. It favors the knowledge of those charac-
teristics of the object in question which are important for a practical 
purpose. One perceives only what is important from the standpoint of 
practical application.  
   The cook does not ask what kind of process is involved in boiling 
water. He is interested only in finding out when the water will boil, 
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how he can make it boil, what he can do with it in the preparation of 
foods, and so forth. The thirsty man perceives only that "there is water 
which is drinkable." Many other aspects of the object are uncon-
sciously or, perhaps, even consciously passed over. If, before going 
outside, we observe the weather in order to dress properly, only so 
much of the situation discloses itself to our spiritual glance as is re-
quired for us to determine what clothes to wear. The beautiful lighting 
of the sky, the special formation of the clouds – these are very easily 
overlooked at this moment. 
   The pragmatic attitude is, on the one hand, a classical stimulus 
which leads to certain discoveries; on the other hand, however, it nec-
essarily leads to a prejudiced limitation of our knowledge, in that it 
limits our perception to only one small section of a being. It lets us see 
only so much of the object as is necessary for a specific practical end. 
This one-sidedness, moreover, is dictated chiefly by relatively subjec-
tive points of view, and the preference of certain elements is by no 
means determined by that which constitutes the main theme of the 
object as such. This pragmatic deformation is particularly opposed to 
philosophical cognizance, which seeks to understand the object in its 
own, deepest sense. Furthermore, philosophy aims to understand the 
object in its objective relation to other objects. Hence, it is not limited 
by subjective practical intentions. The prerequisite for all philosophi-
cal taking cognizance of something is a full interest in the object as 
such and in the knowing contact with it. Pragmatic naïve perception 
does indeed possess a certain explicit thematicity, in contrast to the 
two forms of naïve perception mentioned previously. Nonetheless, it 
is equally distant from philosophical taking cognizance of something, 
perhaps even more so. 
   When we speak of the thematicity of knowledge we have to distin-
guish, furthermore, between two different aspects, namely, the the-
maticity of the object itself, and the thematicity of knowledge itself. 
The latter, which makes the process of knowledge to be thematic, im-
plies that our interest is focused on the acquiring of knowledge as 
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such, that we aim for a most complete, most certain, and most accu-
rate knowledge. This thematicity of knowledge may display itself in 
different ways. Not only may it embrace the perfection of the knowl-
edge, it may also look in the direction of a sound and lasting knowl-
edge. Consider, for example, those learning experiences in which we 
intend to acquire knowledge of a language, of a history, or of any sci-
ence. In these cases, the gaining of knowledge as such is the theme, 
and the theme goes in the direction of a sound and lasting possession 
of the object through knowledge. 
     It is evident, of course, that no knowledge can exist unless the ob-
ject also exercises a certain thematic role. By its very nature knowledge 
is directed toward the object and is concerned with the object. The 
very character of an intentional partaking of the nature of the object, 
of a spiritual possession of it, excludes the possibility of a knowledge 
in which the object is in no way thematic. 
     Nevertheless, this object-thematicity covers a wide range. In some 
cases it is all but subdued and, in others, it is all important. When we 
want to know whether or not a person whom we love is sick, the ob-
ject of our knowledge is dramatically thematic, far surpassing the 
thematic character of the knowledge itself. But, in contrast to a situa-
tion like this, the thematic nature of the object is relatively small com-
pared with that of knowledge in the case of a philologist when he ex-
amines minutely the authenticity of a passage which has little interest 
in itself. 
   Later on we shall return to this distinction between ob-
ject-thematicity and knowledge-thematicity. We have mentioned this 
distinction here, although briefly, because of the important role it 
plays in distinguishing naïve knowledge from scientific knowledge. 
   In the naïve type of cognizance which is purely inattentive and non-
explicit, neither the object itself nor knowledge of the object is the-
matic. In the second form of naïve knowledge, that exemplified by the 
simple acquaintance with an object, there is no explicit thematicity ei-
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ther of the object or the knowledge. At most we can speak of a tacit 
thematicity. In pragmatic, naïve perception, the object, as we have 
seen, is not itself thematic, but is so only secondarily, that is, as a 
means for achieving some purpose which is more or less explicitly 
thematic. To an even greater degree is knowledge of the object only 
secondarily thematic in such pragmatic perceptions. It is secondary 
not merely in the sense of being knowledge which serves as a hand-
maid for something else, but it is also secondary in the sense that such 
knowledge is merely a prerequisite for an extratheoretical theme, 
namely, the purpose we have in mind. Everything is subordinated to 
the practical goal which is of primary importance. 
  There is, however, another form of naïve perception in which the ob-
ject about which knowledge is sought is independently thematic, al-
though there is no independent knowledge-thematicity. This is always 
the case when we deal with the perception of a fact which, because it 
possesses either an importance in itself or an importance for me, im-
plies an active intervention on my part. 
   For example, we see a man whose life is in danger. As soon as we 
have grasped this fact we rush to help him. In taking cognizance of 
such a fact, however, there is no thematicity of knowledge, and thus 
such cognizance is very different from scientific and, even more so, 
philosophical knowledge. But the perceived state of facts is highly 
thematic in itself. It dominates the whole situation. Its existence is 
grasped, therefore, with the highest emphasis, and it interests us en-
tirely as such. It is taken completely seriously and plays a role very dif-
ferent from that of a mere means. To be sure, there is also a question 
of means here. We are also concerned with the distance between the 
man and ourselves and with the availability of life preservers, ropes, 
and the like, which we might throw out to him – in short, with the dif-
ferent means to help him. Taking cognizance of these possible means 
is specifically pragmatic and clearly differs from the original grasping 
of the fact that the man's life is in danger. 
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     In cases of pragmatic knowledge, there is no independent thematic-
ity either of object or of knowledge. In taking cognizance of a fact such 
as that exemplified by the man whose life is in danger, however, only 
the knowledge has no independent thematicity. The object, on the 
other hand, possesses a full and dramatic thematicity. This difference 
has far-reaching consequences for the completeness of the disclosure 
of the object. Here, in the case of the drowning man, there is no prag-
matic deformation of the knowledge of the object. Likewise, there is 
no artificial limitation of those elements within the object to include 
only those features which are significant for my special purpose. It is 
true that in the case of the drowning man, the object is perceived only 
to the extent that its decisive importance is understood in its full actu-
ality. After this, the mind is entirely absorbed in taking active meas-
ures to help the man. Nevertheless, the decisive importance of the ob-
ject is the meaningful center of the whole situation. Here the thematic-
ity of the object prejudices the completeness but not the depth of the 
cognition. Furthermore, this limit on completeness is rooted in the 
objective meaning of the thing and is not subjectively imposed as it 
was in the case of purely pragmatic knowledge. On the other hand, we 
must sharply distinguish philosophical knowledge even from this 
form of naïve perception, which, although not imbedded in the basi-
cally practical attitude, engenders it and transforms us from one who 
simply takes cognizance of something to one who acts. For here there 
is no thematicity of knowledge itself. In other words, we are not here 
primarily concerned with acquiring knowledge; knowledge as such is 
not of principal importance. 
     In this example, it is true, we discuss an extraordinary case. Even 
so, this type of a nonpragmatic, but practical, attitude, which is en-
gendered by taking cognizance of the matter involved, plays a great 
role in our naïve contact with objects. For it need not always be a 
situation of such gravity and such intense actuality. In principle the 
same type of taking cognizance exists when I grasp any fact endowed 
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with a value or a disvalue, which suggests, according to its meaning, 
an action on my part. 
     All of these forms of naïve taking cognizance of something differ 
from philosophical knowing in many respects, although the difference 
is not everywhere the same. 
     They differ in that, first, they lack the explicit thematicity of taking 
cognizance; second, they are uncritical; and, third, they are unsystem-
atic. 
     Another form of naïve taking cognizance is present when we want 
to gain an explicit acquaintance with something, perhaps to enjoy it or 
to enter into any relation with it having a contemplative character not 
rooted in knowledge. 
     Suppose we are traveling to a country in order to get acquainted 
with it. Unlike the explorer, we do not consider the country primarily 
as an object of knowledge for us. For the explorer, taking cognizance 
as such is thematic. For us, however, the object and the contemplative 
possession of it are primarily the themes. Again, we are happy to make 
the acquaintance of a man about whom we have heard much. We fi-
nally get the chance to meet him. We get acquainted with him and 
gaze into his face with interest. We note his behavior, his whole per-
sonality. Taking cognizance of him is clearly intended aid is to a cer-
tain extent explicit. Nor is it pragmatic, as when a judge or detective 
seeks to get acquainted with a man, in order to "see through" him. 
Furthermore, it is not limited to grasping a certain important content 
which at once tends toward a practical intervention. Finally, it is not a 
matter-of-course knowing, but a grasping born out of a man's interest. 
At times it entails a wondering awareness of the other man's personal-
ity. Even if the thematicity of the object prevails, there is not lacking 
here a certain thematicity of knowledge. And yet this form of naïve 
taking cognizance is also quite different from that proper to philoso-
phical knowledge. 
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     The difference should be apparent. This form of naïve taking cog-
nizance already differs from the merely historical investigation into a 
personality since it is marked by a lesser thematicity of knowledge and 
the lack of a systematic and critical method. But when we contrast it to 
philosophical knowledge there is the added difference that it lacks 
both the depth-dimension and the focal direction of philosophy. Phi-
losophy looks toward the general and essential. Philosophy is different 
because of its completely different object of knowledge and because its 
starting position has emerged from the whirl of actual life. As we shall 
see later on, this emerging from the whirl of actual life in no way 
prejudices or contradicts the existential contact with being which phi-
losophy presupposes. 
     There is, however, in naïve knowledge, a still higher form of taking 
cognizance. We refer to those rare cases in which, at a special mo-
ment, the essence of something becomes crystal clear to us. Thus, in a 
certain situation we may behold with marvelous clarity the very char-
acter of a personality, or the genius of a nation or of a work of art, or 
an ethical value like fidelity and veracity, or the essence of love, or an 
essential fact like the transient character of all things earthly. Such rare 
moments occur when there is a fertile contact of our mind with being, 
when being speaks to us as from its very depth, when we touch reality 
in the liveliest and most organic manner. Obviously these moments 
are not given to every man in his lifetime. They occur only in the life 
of a spiritually awake and deep personality. In addition, these mo-
ments in naïve experience refer exclusively to important objects, pos-
sessing a high content of meaning and value. They may be found in 
the lives of great artists and ethical personalities and likewise in the 
prephilosophical contact of genuine philosophers with being. This su-
perior form of naïve taking cognizance is by far the nearest thing to 
philosophical taking cognizance. It is even more related to it than all 
strictly scientific knowledge. These moments we might call the phi-
losophical moments in life. In the case of this kind of taking cogni-
zance there is a high thematicity of the object as well as of knowledge 
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itself. The latter is here completely unpragmatic. Indeed, it is even 
lifted above the actuality of fleeting, temporal existence. In it we mo-
mentarily gain, as it were, eternity. The insight given in this rare mo-
ment might bear the character of an essential truth. In any case it al-
ways takes a direction toward depth. Despite these similarities, how-
ever, it still differs from philosophical knowledge because it is uncriti-
cal and unsystematic.  
 We may summarize our results thus far. We have seen how 
philosophical knowledge is distinguished from prescientific, naïve 
knowledge in all its forms. The first type of naïve knowledge is com-
pletely casual and unthematic, whereas philosophical cognition is al-
ways thematic. The second type of naïve cognition, the ordinary ac-
quaintance with an object, is only implicitly thematic, whereas phi-
losophical knowledge is always explicitly so. In the third type of naïve 
taking cognizance of something, the goal is always some pragmatic 
end, which completely dominates and rules the situation, with the re-
sult that philosophical knowledge is completely unpragmatic and is 
concerned with the totality of the object. A fourth type of naïve 
knowledge entails a situation of practical and immediate importance; 
in it the object to be known is of immense value, either in itself or to 
us, and hence there is present here a thematicity of the object, but 
there is no explicit or independent thematicity of knowledge itself; 
philosophy, on the other hand, entails the highest thematicity both of 
the object and of the knowledge itself. Besides this, philosophical 
knowledge differs from all these forms by reason of its critical and sys-
tematic character. The fifth type of naïve taking cognizance of some-
thing entails the thematicity of the object and also a certain thematic-
ity of knowledge, but the latter is imbedded only in a concrete, exis-
tential situation and it thereby lacks the direction toward the general 
and the typical,1 and also the direction toward depth. Philosophical 

                                                           
1 The term typical is used here to translate the German principiell. Thus, to know 
something principiell is to know it in principle –  to know its "type" or "logos." 
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knowledge, on the contrary, always implies a certain spiritual distance 
from the concrete, existential objects of experience. It is directed al-
ways toward the general and the typical, and it aims at delving into the 
depth of the object. Moreover, contrary to naïve knowledge, it is al-
ways critical and systematic.2 Finally, it may be that a form of naïve 
taking cognizance of something has the full thematicity both of the 
object and of knowledge, and aims also at the depth dimension and 
the position of distance from the actuality of life, and can even be di-
rected toward the general and the typical, but it is still uncritical and 
unsystematic. By way of contrast, philosophical knowledge not only 
has the highest thematicity both of the object and of knowledge, not 
only is completely unpragmatic, not only aims in the direction of 
depth and toward the general and typical, not only possesses the per-
fection of a standpoint related to eternity, and not only is more distant 
from the existential situations of actual living, but it is also always 
critical and always systematic. 

2. Theoretical prescientific knowledge 

     Prescientific and prephilosophical knowledge is, however, as we 
have already seen, not limited to a naïve existential contact with an 
object. It includes also a reflective and cognitive relation to an object, 
and this we can no longer call naïve in the full sense of the word. If we 
think about a saying or a phrase of a wise man or a poet, or about a 

                                                           
2 In claiming that philosophical knowledge is essentially systematical, we do not mean 
to imply that the philosopher must aim at building up a system. On the contrary, in 
the Prolegomena to Christian Ethics, we stressed the danger of premature systemati-
zation. We mean by systematical knowledge a knowledge which displays itself not in 
aphorisms, in the formulation of an occasional and special truth, but one which pro-
ceeds step by step in the exploration of a topic, in a conscious, ordered manner, con-
fronting every new insight with the former. 

 104



conviction concerning the validity of certain rules of life, or about the 
conscious views of the average man and his theoretical sayings about 
the world, we find that the genesis of these convictions and judgments 
is completely different from a naïve taking cognizance of an object. 
Here we have not only knowledge which is directed exclusively to a 
state of facts but which has also grown out of thinking and inferences, 
instead of perceptions. In addition, we deliberately leave out of con-
sideration here the appropriation of views from authoritative or hyp-
notizing influential personalities, from tradition and from public 
opinion. Despite the great role of such appropriation in the accom-
plishment of this prescientific and prephilosophical world-picture, 
there is in it no real knowledge and least of all philosophical knowl-
edge. 
     Within the framework of prescientific and prephilosophical knowl-
edge are, therefore, two world-views, the one naïve and the other 
theoretical. If we now limit ourselves to the knowledge which gives 
rise to a theoretical world-view, we can appreciate that the position it 
takes toward being is completely different from that of a naïve contact. 
One here remains no longer within the sphere of a natural contact that 
comes as a matter of course. Rather, one approaches reality with a 
theoretical attitude. One does not allow the object itself to speak. In-
stead, one tries to acquire a quasi-systematical knowledge of it by ob-
servations, reflections, and inferences. 
     If we think of such a proverb as, "Pride goeth before a fall," or of the 
words of Ovid, "Donec eris felix, multos numerabis amicos," or of 
what people formulate as their views about life and morality, or of 
what men say theoretically about women, we can easily see the differ-
ence between such sayings and theories and the various naïve forms of 
taking cognizance. Such statements are, first, of a general and typical 
nature, and, second, they spring from an attitude of theoretical knowl-
edge. Man presses upon a new spiritual key, as it were, a key radically 
different from that of naïve taking cognizance of something. He steps 
toward the object with an intention to gain theoretical knowledge. Fi-
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nally, there is the natural concomitant to this attitude which gives rise 
to a third difference: an explicit thematicity of knowledge dominates 
the situation. 
     In this respect, therefore, theoretical prescientific knowledge is 
more similar than naïve knowledge to philosophical knowledge. We 
will see, however, that in another respect it is more different from phi-
losophical knowledge than are certain forms of naïve cognition. 
     It differs most of all from philosophical knowledge by its lack of 
systematic and critical characteristics. It always bears the character of 
a mere aphorism, despite its direction toward the general and typical. 
Such general sentences are "scattered around," and they stand without 
being embedded in a systematic sequence of objects and proofs. It is 
uncritical, inasmuch as one proceeds neither from evident insights 
nor from a careful, critical selection of facts. The inferences are not 
made sharply and critically. The lack of being critical is far more seri-
ous here than in the case of naïve knowledge. The reason why this is 
true is that here a claim is made that the knowledge is theoretical and 
typical. This demands a more critical caution than does naïve knowl-
edge. Moreover, without such a critical attitude here the results are far 
more dubious, because they are more distant from the thing in ques-
tion, because the process of knowledge is much more complicated, 
and because the language of being undergoes greater refraction before 
it at length becomes formulated. 
     Within the framework of this theoretical prescientific knowledge, 
however, we must distinguish between two essentially different kinds: 
organic and inorganic knowledge. In proverbs and sayings of wise 
men and poets we find the organic theoretical prephilosophical 
knowledge. There is a relatively organic path here which leads from 
naïve taking cognizance of something to a more general and theoreti-
cal awareness. Perhaps these sayings and inductive conclusions stem 
from an incisive and important experience of one's own life, or they 
may be the results of what one often observes here and there. In any 
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event, they are always an organic outgrowth of a naïve taking cogni-
zance of something. The reflections are consequent upon it. They are, 
as it were, the theoretical awareness of impressions condensed from a 
naïve knowledge. 
     As long as a person, during times of misfortunes, merely endures 
many disappointments at the hands of his fellow men, he simply per-
ceives the fact that one is left alone in misfortune. He may even infer, 
on a nontheoretical level, that this fact is true in general, but still his 
knowledge remains on the plane of a naïve living contact. As soon, 
however, as he wishes to emphasize the general truth, as soon as this 
fact takes on the character of a proverb, with its outspoken thematicity 
of knowledge, he quits the level of naïve knowledge. A completely new 
consciousness begins, which goes far beyond a naïve knowl-
edge-contact with an object. Nevertheless, this prominent conscious 
awareness of the general fact is linked in an organic way to the naïve 
cognizance of it. 
     If a man "reasons" about life, moral values, art, and so forth, with-
out relating his mind to the language of the objects he has perceived in 
a naïve cognizance, then we are presented with another, an inorganic, 
type of prescientific knowledge - or, to speak more correctly, with 
what we should call extrascientific and extraphilosophical knowledge. 

Let us think of a man who, in his naïve living contact with reality, 
grasps clearly the majestic and absolute character of moral values, and 
who responds with enthusiasm to positive values and with indignation 
to negative ones, with complete seriousness and decision; who, how-
ever, as soon as he speaks theoretically about the sphere of morality, 
affirms in sincere conviction that moral values are relative to time and 
persons, or that they are mere projections of subjective feelings. He is 
not aware of any contradiction between his naïve cognizance and his 
theoretical convictions. This shows not only that we have here differ-
ent spiritual keys in naïve and theoretical cognitions, but also that the 
theoretical key has lost all organic contact with the naïve knowledge 
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and that, consequently, it draws from sources quite different from 
those given in the naïve contact. 
     The wells from which these theoretical views flow are many. We 
prescind now from those cases in which we simply repeat what we 
have somewhere read or heard about this or that object, that is to say, 
what was unconsciously taken over as public opinion or the common 
knowledge of an epoch. For this does not deserve the name of knowl-
edge. We limit ourselves to those cases in which we actually think 
about an object, in which we, on the basis of certain premises, infer 
this or that about an object, or else have recourse to certain arguments 
which we learned from someone else and which seem obvious. In fine, 
we limit ourselves to those cases wherein we still have knowledge in 
the broadest sense of the word. This kind of theoretical knowledge 
comes either from a certain scientific or philosophical thesis which 
has percolated down into the general common culture and has been 
taken over unconsciously, or from prejudices of the public mind, or, 
again, from so-called personal experiences which here, however, have 
a completely different function than in the case of the organic form of 
theoretical knowledge. In the organic form, it is true, a single experi-
ence may lead to a generalization. Thus, if a person is seriously disap-
pointed in one of his fellow men he may develop an unjustified gen-
eral mistrust of all men. Because his single experience had such an in-
cisive emotional importance, he may cry with full conviction: "Every 
man is a liar" But in the case of the inorganic form of theorizing, a sin-
gle experience is simply the starting point for the theoretical key's 
coming into play. The experience is made into a generalization, not 
because of the weight it has in naïve living contact, but because of the 
generalizing tendency of the theoretical attitude. 

"Oh! I know these people!" someone may say of another nation. 
"They are superficial." If you ask why, he will answer: "I once knew a 
man from this nation and he was very superficial." Men who tend to-
ward this type of reasoning allow certain facts, which they know from 
naïve cognition, to fall right into their theoretical attitude, and they 
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proceed to employ these facts merely as examples for their uncritical 
induction. 
It is obvious that the link to naïve cognition is of an essentially differ-
ent nature here than in the organic type of theoretical knowledge. The 
language of being, heard in naïve cognizance, is not found at all in the 
results of theoretical reasoning of the inorganic kind, even when it 
proceeds to a generalization from a so-called fact which has been ex-
perienced. For facts like these are employed completely "from with-
out" in the theory. They are used in a way similar to that in which an 
experiment is employed to verify a theory, but uncritically. The close 
contact with the things themselves, which is an integral part of naïve 
cognizance, is absent here. We grasp here only so much of the object 
as can satisfy the capacity of this theoretical key. 
All statements, even those made in the presence of the object, have an 
analogous character. They are already at a theoretical distance from 
the object. They are laid down by a "reason" starting from an arro-
gantly superior, and at the same time, very uncritical position. It is ap-
parent that this theoretical knowledge is inorganic. Not linked to the 
original naïve cognition, it sovereignly disregards it. This inorganic 
knowledge approaches the object only "from without" and with no di-
rect contact with the object. In the case of this kind of extrascientific 
and extraphilosophical theoretical knowledge, either the naïve contact 
is consciously omitted - and this is falsely believed by some people to 
be especially critical - or the naïve contact is unconsciously ignored, 
and this is characteristic of the man who always proceeds from gen-
eral, apparently evident, facts and deduces everything from them. 
     Someone might argue as follows: "All ethical values are relative, for 
different people and different epochs have often held wholly opposite 
views on the goodness and badness of one and the same moral da-
tum.” Here, ignoring completely the aspect of value present in the na-
ïve contact with the object, one reasons in a wholly uncritical way 
from a premise that is taken over from another person with no pro-
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found understanding of the real meaning of the statement. For, in 
truth, the differences over what is good and bad do not as such pre-
judge anything about the relativity of value. Again, someone may ar-
gue: "All values are relative, for we cannot know more than what ap-
pears to be so. But insofar as we know anything it is always relative to 
our subjective ability of knowing." Here an allegedly self-evident 
proposition, born of a false philosophy, is accepted as a premise with-
out any spirit of criticism by one who thinks he is especially critical in 
that he has lifted himself above the aspect present in the naïve contact 
with the object. In one moment he might be indignant about the 
moral actions of a man, and, by being indignant, he actually deals with 
moral values as something objective. In the very next moment, how-
ever, he either does not consider his former indignation or, if he does, 
he believes it to be of little consequence. This type of man is essentially 
committed to the belief that his theoretical knowledge, concluded 
from loose reasoning and unexamined premises, is much more wor-
thy of trust than is his naïve cognizance of something. 
     This inorganic, theoretical prescientific knowledge is the home of 
all dilettantism, all apparently self-evident propositions, all "short 
cuts" to knowledge, all shabby rationalistic theorizing. The lack of be-
ing critical has here an essentially more disastrous effect than in the 
case of naïve cognition and even than in the case of organic theoretical 
knowledge. For we actualize here an intellectual key, the importance 
of which stands or falls with the degree of genuine criticism attached 
to it. The naïve cognizance of something possesses the classic note of a 
real contact with being, and as such retains a certain interest even 
when it includes a delusion or error. It still reflects something of the 
nature of the object, even though in a form that needs mending and 
refining. The organic type of theoretical knowledge has, of course, a 
much better opportunity to reach a truth than does the inorganic type. 
But even apart from this important superiority, we must notice that 
the organic type possesses, as such, a real interest in that it is not only 
knowledge but it is also a reflection of a genuine personality. For in it 
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still lives something of the naïve contact with the object, something of 
its classic note, even though in a much more refracted form than in 
the naïve cognizance of the object. The uprooted form, however, of 
the knowing contact with the object, in which the mind emancipates 
itself from all naïve existential contacts and relies completely upon its 
theoretical ability of knowing, becomes a caricature of genuine knowl-
edge because it lacks genuine criticism and system. It commands no 
interest at all.  
     As long as someone really gives back what he grasps in his naïve 
cognition or, if he at least utters general convictions which are linked 
organically to a naïve form of knowledge, then what he says is of in-
terest and may be taken seriously. As soon, however, as someone 
starts to reason theoretically about the world and about different 
spheres of being with complete elimination of the naïve, lived contact 
with reality, and, furthermore, proceeds uncritically and unsystemati-
cally, his utterances lose every objective interest. The actual lack of 
criticism convicts this "knowledge" in a damaging way because of its 
inner pretension to be critical. In naïve cognition also this "reasoning" 
often creeps in suddenly. For example, someone may try to prove or 
substantiate his naïve impression of a thing. By his intention to prove 
or substantiate he initiates an attitude which cuts off the naïve contact 
with being and which switches him, as it were, to the theorizing key. 
He reverts to simply known general facts and from these he sweep-
ingly draws conclusions over the voice that speaks to him in the naïve 
contact with being. This vain attempt to ground or prove a theoretical 
truth destroys all real contact with the object and plunges the mind 
down to the infertile level of reasoning without criticism. 
     The difference separating both these forms of extraphilosophical 
theoretical knowledge from philosophy is apparent. They lack all criti-
cism and system. But the lack of criticism is of a different kind in each 
case and it differs according to the form of the extrascientific and ex-
traphilosophical knowledge. 
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     a) In the organic form, the uncritical note lies in that one fails to 
test the theoretical generalization against the naïve contact with being, 
and thereby fails to reach the unequivocal concrete "givenness" of the 
object, as is done in real philosophical knowledge. Instead, what is 
given in the naïve living contact, with all its subjective and pragmatic 
limitations and its accidental one-sidedness, is simply raised to the 
plane of the theoretical and typical. In the case of philosophical 
knowledge, the thing experienced itself, brought to a pure and fertile 
intuition, is the decisive factor determining all the aspects which flow 
from the naïve cognizance of that thing. In this way, by joining such 
an attitude to the highest form of naïve cognition, we accomplish an 
essential, luminous contact with the object and we allow only the un-
equivocally self-identical object to decide upon the true state of facts. 
     Philosophical knowledge points to an evident "given" in reality. The 
critical character of philosophical knowledge is decisively marked by 
its clear distinction between evidence and non-evidence and its clarity 
about the respective stages of "givenness." The deciding point lies here. 
Certainty is granted to the extent that knowledge of a respective state 
of facts coincides either with the degree to which this state is "given" or 
with the strictness of its indirect disclosure – its deduction. 
     When it is a question of the organic form of prescientific theoreti-
cal knowledge, on the other hand, the activity of the theoretical key 
does not involve a fresh draught from the thing itself, purified and 
luminous, but only a higher stage of generality of the aspect which 
crystallizes out of the naïve cognition. The validity of such knowledge 
is, moreover, always something of an accident. The premises are not 
evident nor are the conclusions drawn strictly. Even if the conclusion 
derived in a particular case is objectively strict, this strictness is not the 
result of a methodical principle of this knowledge. The transition from 
a naïve cognition to a theoretical insight is completely unmethodical 
and uncritical. Philosophical knowledge, however, explicitly includes 
the methodological principle that we proceed only from well-founded 
and, if possible, evident premises, and that we infer only strict conclu-
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sions. The awareness of this method need not, however, imply that in 
every concrete case a philosopher is fully conscious of the specific 
process of knowledge which he uses. 
     Thus, in the opinions of the great philosophers, we often find that 
they claim to have deduced something when in truth they have 
grasped it directly and intuitively. This is certainly an imperfection – 
not, however, one which takes away from the knowledge its philoso-
phical character. 
     In the case of genuine philosophical knowledge there must always 
be a methodical consciousness; that is the questions of the degree of 
givenness and of the strictness of conclusion must be explicitly posed. 
Moreover, one must be fully conscious of the degree he has reached. 
     The examination of the givenness of a state of facts and the strict-
ness of a conclusion is an outspoken methodical principle of any sci-
entific and, even more so, of any philosophical knowledge. 
     b ) Lack of criticism in the inorganic form of extrascientific theo-
retical knowledge goes much further. It is first represented by the 
completely vague basis from which the hoped-for knowledge is to be 
gained. This already signifies a lack of criticism of the worst sort. In 
place of a naïve living contact with the object are more or less undi-
gested general philosophical and scientific propositions, or even arbi-
trary generalizations of single observations. For the most part here we 
are dealing with the unperceived influences of certain philosophical or 
scientific theses, which impregnate, as it were, the intellectual atmos-
phere and pervade the Zeitgeist and which now, because they have 
been taken over unconsciously, are confused with the indisputable, 
self-evident, ultimate points of departure, that is, with principles in the 
strict sense of the word. 
     The allegedly self-evident fund on which we draw does not derive 
from the language of the object afforded by naïve knowledge, however 
inadequate, nor even from an object that is pragmatically deformed 
for the most part. It is rather a maze of theoretical theses which in 
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their structure appeal to a conscious critical understanding in a totally 
different way. Their acceptance as indisputable, self-evident, and set-
tled points of departure, therefore, represents a lack of criticism of a 
completely new and even more fateful kind. 
     Even when general propositions are taken over consciously, with-
out, however, an examination of the object, because of a certain ap-
parent self-evidence, there is a complete lack of criticism displayed. 
They are consciously declared to be axioms, and the pretension is that 
these general propositions are self-evident. The lack of criticism here 
is unpardonable because one is here deliberately theoretical and yet 
takes over, as self-evident, propositions which are snatched from their 
context and which are definitely not self-evident. One intends to begin 
with no presuppositions and, at the same time, one actually presup-
poses an entire philosophical theory, in addition to many scientific 
theses which are wrongly relegated to the metaphysical plane as abso-
lutely certain axioms. One fails to see that these so-called axioms are 
not evident facts, but are rather the complicated results of a certain 
theory. The utter lack of criticism is particularly manifest in the per-
fect self-delusion represented by this knowledge. 
     Philosophical knowledge, which does not take over as self-evident 
even those aspects of the object which present themselves to us in na-
ïve cognition, never tacitly relies on such general propositions, which 
can say nothing more for their validity than that they seem to be fa-
miliar and also that, because of custom, they seem to be too 
self-evident to be examined critically. True philosophy intends to tol-
erate neither conscious nor unconscious presuppositions which do 
not place their credentials before the tribunal of knowledge. It is 
linked, moreover, in an entirely different way to a naïve contact with 
the object. Unlike inorganic theoretical knowledge, philosophy does 
not eliminate naïve contact with the object. On the contrary, it deep-
ens and purifies it. Philosophy, therefore, is linked to the highest form 
of naïve cognition insofar as it seeks to penetrate to an even deeper 
and more unequivocal givenness of the object than is present in naïve 
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cognizance of it. Extra philosophical reasoning, on the other hand, ei-
ther consciously or unconsciously gives up all contact with the object. 
     The difference, then, between philosophical knowledge and both 
forms of theoretical prescientific knowledge, the organic and the inor-
ganic, is apparent. The former is a critical, methodical, and systematic 
knowledge proceeding from the full but purified nonpragmatic con-
tact with the object. 
     In passing we might mention, as a supplement to our criticism of 
inorganic extrascientific knowledge, that it lacks a real link to genuine 
tradition. The seriousness of this will appear later on when we discuss 
the nature of the link to tradition. 
     Certain general theses of dubious philosophies percolate into the 
world-view of the unphilosophical average man. These doubtful theses 
often figure as points of departure for that inorganic reasoning about 
life and the world which we discussed above. To be sharply distin-
guished from this, however, is the classical penetration by philosophi-
cal elements into a naïve world-view. For this indeed belongs to the 
very meaning and task of philosophy. The infiltrations differ in the 
kind of influence they exert on world-views and likewise in the organ 
with which the unphilosophical man accepts the results. Only the rela-
tively unconscious process of accepting these views is common, for in 
each case there is a marked absence of autonomous, critical knowl-
edge. Yet, even if we prescind from the content-character of what is 
passed along, we perceive a thoroughgoing formal difference between 
the diffusion of the genuine tradition of philosophical results into the 
public mind and the illegitimate infiltration of pseudo-philosophical 
theories. And this difference is manifest as much in the type of trans-
fer of the thing taken over as in the kind of accepting it on the part of 
the unphilosophical man. 
     Philosophical knowledge, then, is sharply distinguished from each 
form of prescientific and extrascientific knowledge. We are now faced 
with the difficult problem of separating philosophical knowledge from 
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the knowledge embodied in all the other true sciences. Before we turn 
to this theme, however, we must delve further into the question con-
cerning the object of philosophy. For the nature of philosophical in-
quiry and knowledge is understandable only in the light of the nature 
of the object of philosophy. In what follows we have the twofold task 
of pointing out the object of philosophy and of pointing out the na-
ture of philosophizing, in contrast to all other forms of scientific 
knowledge. 
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IV. THE OBJECT OF PHILOSOPHICAL 
KNOWLEDGE 

The object of philosophy is primarily of an apriori nature. A specific 
characteristic of philosophical knowledge is its principal aim, namely, 
to discover apriori and not empirical states of facts. This brings us face 
to face with a very decisive point, forcing us to give a detailed account 
of two classical conceptions, namely, the apriori and the empirical. 
For in truth, each of these concepts is ambiguous. 

Even if all the meanings of apriori and empirical rest on some 
common note, since both are used to refer to a point of departure, still 
they ordinarily include other elements. In general, the meaning of the 
apriori and the empirical is not only equivocal but confused. It often 
happens that certain elements usually associated with these terms are 
considered to be necessarily connected with them, although in reality 
they are completely independent. We must, therefore, attach a clear 
meaning to each of these concepts. 

1. The characteristics of apriori knowledge 

     Classical examples of apriori knowledge are taken mostly from the 
sphere of Euclidean mathematics or else from logic. Apriori knowl-
edge in the genuine sense, however, is by no means limited to mathe-
matics and logic. We shall not, therefore, restrict ourselves to these 
spheres in our examples of apriori truths, but from the very start we 
shall introduce the most striking types taken from other areas. Propo-
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sitions such as "Justice cannot be attributed to impersonal beings" or 
"One and the same thing cannot exist and not exist simultaneously" 
are set apart by three unmistakable marks: (1) their strict intrinsic ne-
cessity, (2) their incomparable intelligibility, and (3) their absolute 
certainty. For these reasons, they possess a special dignity in knowl-
edge. The note of strict necessity is related to the very nature of the 
state of facts. The note of high intelligibility also characterizes the state 
of facts, yet it also includes a relation to a possible knowledge. The 
note of absolute certainty, however, is related to the way in which the 
state of facts is given, to the manner in which the object presents its 
credentials to our mind. All three characteristics, the necessity of the 
state of facts, its intelligibility, and the absolute certainty of its exis-
tence, point to a knowledge of the highest dignity. Facts which can be 
seen with absolute certainty in their necessity and intelligibility are an 
ideal case for knowledge. Herein lies the decisive point of departure 
for the deep abyss which separates apriori from empirical knowledge. 
     The great achievement of Plato in his Meno was the discovery that 
within the sphere of knowledge there are cases in which we grasp with 
absolute certainty a necessary and highly intelligible state of facts. He 
saw how these cases differed profoundly from all other kinds of 
knowledge, and he appreciated the decisive importance of this distinc-
tion within the total sphere of knowledge. 

A. Strict Necessity 

     In order to separate apriori from empirical knowledge, we shall ex-
amine the first characteristic of the former, i.e., its strict necessity. We 
shall try to point out, first, the necessity as such and, second, the strict 
intrinsic necessity as rooted in essences.  
     a) As such, necessity transcends the accidental, merely factual 
sphere. Although not identical with the notion of the general, it pos-
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sesses a kind of generality. It can mean either a formal or a structural 
moment. If we are confronted with two such propositions as "Caesar 
crossed the Rubicon in 49" and "Moral values cannot be embodied in 
impersonal beings," we realize that the state of facts in the first propo-
sition is accidental; in the second, however, it is necessary. One differ-
ence between these two states of facts is that one represents an indi-
vidual event and the other, a general state of facts. But besides this dif-
ference we must note a further one. In the fact, "Caesar crossed the 
Rubicon," the link between "Caesar" and "crossing the Rubicon" is a 
factual one; in the fact that "Moral values can be embodied only in 
persons," the link between "Moral values" and "persons" is a necessary 
one. This moment of necessity is an ultimate datum. It cannot be de-
duced from something else and, therefore, it cannot be "explained." 
We can only point unequivocally to it, isolating it from all neighbor-
ing moments in order to see it in itself. When there is question of a 
necessary state of facts, such as "Moral values can be embodied only in 
persons" or "Something cannot exist and not exist at the same time," 
the relation between the two elements within the state of facts is of a 
completely different nature than the merely factual, accidental relation 
in such facts as "Caesar crossed the Rubicon" or "The sun is shining 
here today." There is an inner necessity joining the elements of the 
former state of facts together. In instances of merely contingent states 
of facts this is not so. This necessity, which cannot be overlooked by 
any unbiased person, is, of course, essentially bound up with the gen-
erality of the state of facts, but it is not identical with it. The accidental 
state of facts is a single, individual matter. The necessary state of facts, 
on the other hand, is always of a general nature. It is rooted in the 
ideal sphere of essences and not in the concrete sphere of individuals, 
although it is naturally found in all concrete individuals insofar as they 
partake of a certain essence. Every concrete willing, for example, nec-
essarily presupposes a consciousness of the intended state of facts, but 
this is simply an individual concretization of the general fact that Nil 
volitum quin praecognitum (No willing without thinking). This truth 
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exists in the sphere of essences and, specifically, in the essences of will-
ing and of "consciousness of" something. 
     As we said above, even though every necessary state of facts bears a 
general character, the moment of necessity is not identical with that of 
generality. Its meaning, its content is uniquely different from that of 
generality. Above all, necessity must not be confused with the formal 
dominion of the general over the individual and single cases which are 
subordinated to it. Let us illustrate this. We might say, for example, 
that the truth, "The table in my dining room is round," is merely fac-
tual or accidental, whereas the proposition, "No willing without think-
ing," is necessary. And we might assign the following reasons for our 
statement; the proposition about the table is merely factual, for there 
are other tables which are eight-cornered or square; the proposition 
about willing, however, is necessary because every concrete act of will-
ing must be based upon some knowledge about the intended state of 
facts. This is true enough, but still this analysis of the two different 
propositions combines two different moments without distinguishing 
between them. There is, first of all, the necessity which is rooted in the 
formal dominion of a type or universal over the individual cases sub-
sumed under it, and second, there is the other and different necessity 
which establishes the necessary character of a certain state of facts and 
which signifies necessity both in the state of facts considered univer-
sally and in the particular, individual instances of this state of facts. 
     These two kinds of necessity must be sharply distinguished. The 
formal necessity grounded in the relation between a genus or species 
and the individual is, as it were, the basis for the spiritual step which is 
accomplished in any deduction. This formal necessity is completely 
limited to the relation between the genus or species and the individu-
als falling under that genus or species. On the other hand, the much 
richer and far more profound necessity to which we refer here charac-
terizes the general state of facts as such, prior to any consideration re-
lating the general truth to an individual, concrete case exemplifying it. 
The truth, "No willing without thinking," is necessary in itself before 
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we think about the fact that this is necessarily true in every concrete 
instance of willing. 
     Here, when we say, "It is necessarily so," we do not simply mean 
that it must be so in an individual case because it is true in general. 
Here we are referring to the entirely unique structure of a general state 
of facts as such. Naturally this necessary structure can be found 
equally in every individual concretization of the general state of facts. 
This structural inner necessity, which is characteristic of the apriori, is 
much more primal and fundamental than the formal necessity, which 
is found in the dominion of the general over the individual case. It is, 
moreover, the foundation of this formal necessity. For only when 
there is a structural, inner necessity in a general state of facts is the in-
dividual case strictly subordinated to it. 
     b) After this analysis of "necessity" as such, we shall now consider 
in detail the intrinsic, stringent necessity that is rooted in essences. We 
shall find how important are the differences between the stringent ne-
cessity rooted in essences and the necessity of what may be termed 
"laws of nature." 
     We have said that such states of facts as "Moral values presuppose a 
person" or "The color orange lies between red and yellow" or "Seven 
plus five equal twelve" are necessarily distinguished from such merely 
accidental, factual, individual states of facts as "Mont Blanc is fifteen 
thousand, seven hundred eighty-two feet high" or "The weather is fine 
today." We must add now that the necessary states of facts are likewise 
distinguished from the facts treated in physics and chemistry, even 
though the latter possess a kind of necessity.1 The fact, "Heat causes a 
                                                           
1 In this epistemological analysis, we prescind from the question of whether in reality 
these facts have the character of laws in the Newtonian sense or have a mere statistical 
character, as modern physics claims, because the difference between a mere statistical 
statement and an apriori necessary truth is obvious. The statistic interpretation of 
laws of physics denies precisely their character of necessity. 
     It would thus be of no interest to oppose our characteristic of the necessity proper 
to apriori truths to this statistical interpretation. And, on the other hand, whatever 
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body to expand," is not a merely individual, concrete fact, but a gen-
eral one. With respect to its "members," moreover, it differs pro-
foundly from such a fact as, "Caesar crossed the Rubicon." For there is 
here a quality of necessity which goes well beyond a factual together-
ness. The causal link between heating and expansion is not merely a 
factual bond but it has, moreover, its general and necessary founda-
tion in the nature of heat and expansion. Such necessity, however, is 
manifestly different from that found in such facts as "Moral values 
presuppose a person" or "Seven plus five equal twelve." First of all, its 
necessity is not absolute, and, second, it is not intelligibly grounded in 
the essence2 of the objects in question. Thus, for example, it would not 
be nonsensical to conceive of them as being suspended and made in-
operative by an act of God – as indeed is the case with a miracle. But it 
would be nonsensical to conceive this of a state of facts which is neces-
sary by its very essence. The suspension of a state of facts necessarily 
rooted in the essence of a being lies absolutely and essentially beyond 
the scope of the notion of a miracle. We may, therefore, contrast these 
essential states of facts to the "laws of nature." 
     This difference between the two is rooted in the realities them-
selves. It exists between the necessity of essence and the necessity of 
natural laws, which we may term the necessity of nature. The necessity 
of essence is absolute. It has its strict foundation in the essence of the 
thing as such. On the other hand, the necessity of nature is somehow 
relative to the contingency of the world. It is not impossible to assume 
that a body is not expanded even though it has been heated. To as-
sume, however, that an impersonal being such as a stone could be en-

                                                                                                                             
may be the true character of these laws of science, the comparison between apriori 
truths and the Newtonian conception of scientific laws retains its significance in our 
elaboration of the character of absolute necessity. 
2 Later on, we shall see that a specific type of intelligible essence is required as basis of 
these strictly necessary facts. 
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dowed with a moral value, justice or humility for example, is – though 
not contradictory – intrinsically impossible. 

B. Incomparable Intelligibility 

     The second principal character of apriori facts, namely, their in-
comparable intelligibility, is closely linked to their intrinsic necessity. 
When compared to any empirical facts, whether purely individual or a 
general "law of nature," an intrinsically necessary fact is seen to pos-
sess an incomparable intelligibility. We "understand" that these neces-
sary facts are such as they are. We grasp not only that something is 
such, but also why it is. It is only with respect to these facts that we can 
speak of having an "insight" in the full sense. 
     Compared to this full intellectual penetration into a necessary state, 
the grasp of any individual fact, for instance, "Today the sun is shin-
ing" or "This table is brown," is merely a blunt observation. 
     There is an analogous difference between the "insight" into a neces-
sary fact and the grasp of a law of nature which is the result of an in-
ductive inference. We can, to be sure, reach the knowledge of the fact 
that "heat expands bodies," but a fact of this kind does not possess the 
luminous intelligibility proper to a truth such as "Moral values pre-
suppose persons" which enables me to "understand" it to accomplish a 
real intelligere. 
     This intelligere, this understanding from within, is possible only 
when the knowledge of an essentially necessary fact is at stake. This 
"intelligibility," which allows us to grasp the fact in its inner logos, 
necessarily presupposes the essential necessity of the fact; it is even 
deeply rooted in it.3

                                                           
3 This does not imply, however, that every absolutely necessary fact is intelligible for 
us. 
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     This feature of intelligibility is, of course, related to the question of 
knowability, and is not purely a characteristic of the state of facts 
alone, as is the necessity. Nevertheless, as we said above, this intelligi-
bility is deeply rooted in the absolute and essential necessity. 
     If we compare a state of facts such as "heat expands bodies" with an 
essentially necessary one, we see that the former lacks entirely the in-
ner rationality and inherent meaningfulness and, consequently, the 
intelligibility of the latter. The naturally necessary fact is, therefore, 
simply what our minds can grasp "from without." We are unable to 
penetrate it "from within." Our minds are not able to have an insight 
in the full sense of the word. In contrast to the essentially necessary 
facts, with their inner meaningfulness and their luminous character, 
the laws of nature possess something of the bluntness of the merely 
contingent, accidental facts. 

C. Absolute Certainty 

     A third characteristic of apriori knowledge is its absolute certainty. 
     Absolute certainty, as we saw, is not a mark of the state of facts as 
such, but rather of the relation between the state of facts and the 
knowledge about it. Again let us compare the propositions, "Moral 
values presuppose a person" and "A color presupposes extension for 
its existence," with the proposition, "Heat expands a body." We have 
absolute certainty that the first two propositions are true, whereas we 
regard the truth of the last one as, at best, very highly probable. Al-
though it is improbable to the highest degree, it is nonetheless possible 
that one might someday discover that no causal connection really ex-
ists between heat and the expansion of a body, and that in all the ob-
served cases, in which bodies do actually expand after being heated, 
another, so far hidden, cause can truly account for the expansion. The 
high degree of nonprobability that this should be the case must not 
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blind us to the fact that it is, in principle, possible. Thus, in proposi-
tions involving a "law of nature" we do not have absolute and indubi-
table certainty. 
     Matters are quite different with apriori propositions such as "Moral 
values presuppose a person" and "A color can never be present with-
out extension." It is nonsense to assume that someday we may dis-
cover that these propositions are not true. Here the state of facts is un-
equivocally and absolutely intelligible. Here there remains no gap 
concerning the credentials of its reality; its reality is undoubtedly and 
absolutely certain. There is no possibility of any eventual "disap-
pointment" or refutation, for the state of facts in its necessity is laid 
completely and absolutely bare before our mind. 
     This decisive difference between apriori and empirical states of 
facts, and the apriori and empirical propositions corresponding to 
them, is, of course, intimately tied up with the manner in which these 
types of facts can become known. Apriori knowledge is achieved by 
way of immediate insight into essential states of facts. This very im-
portant statement must be further proved, for it calls attention to a 
special characteristic which defines apriori knowledge and distin-
guishes it from every other type of knowledge. In addition, it shows in 
a special way the difference between the knowledge of the existence of 
an object and the knowledge of the "such-being" or essence of an ob-
ject. Above all, it clarifies the difference between insight into essences 
and the mere observation of the existence of something. 
     The causal nexus between heat and the expansion of a body is not 
in itself "given." Only the two facts, namely, heat and the expansion of 
a body, which follow each other in time, are given as such. The causal 
connection, the "through" between both, the dependence of the expan-
sion on the heat, is only inferred. We make this inference because we 
observe that, under various conditions, under artificial and controlled 
variations of all pertinent factors, expansion regularly follows the ap-
plication of heat. The step we make in inferring this causal bond be-
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tween heat and expansion is, however, not absolutely strict and with-
out a gap. There is still room, in principle, for the possibility of error – 
for a hitherto unsuspected addition. We affirm that the truth of the 
inferred conclusion is only probable, although, in ideal cases, we re-
gard it with the highest probability. 

This is the fate of all inductive conclusions in the precise sense of 
the word. There may be cases involving no hidden states of facts, but 
still the generality and necessity of such states is simply not given. In 
these cases, we base our conclusion on the observation of a great 
many, perhaps all, factual instances, casting our conclusion in a gen-
eral and "necessary" proposition. But still our conclusion is not abso-
lutely strict, and the precise connection between the observed facts 
remains unknown. This is true, for example, in the case of the propo-
sition: "No man is taller than ten feet." Although the height of any in-
dividual man is, as such, an apparently given fact, the generality of 
such a proposition and, above all, its dependence on the nature of 
man, are not given. Our conclusion, although it has been made only 
after a great many observations, possesses at best only a very high 
probability. Knowledge of these empirical, general states of facts, hav-
ing the character of a contingent necessity, lacks absolute strictness; 
because it is attained by induction, it is not without a gap. 
     The knowledge of simple individual facts, such as "This table is 
brown" and "Today the sun is shining," does not result from induction 
and consequently is exempt from the gap inevitable in any induction. 
Yet even this type of knowledge does not possess the absolute certi-
tude which is proper to an insight into an apriori truth. When an in-
dividual fact is grasped in isolation from the rest of experience, there is 
always the possibility that we may be prey of an hallucination or of a 
dream. This possibility of deception exists, however, only so long as a 
concrete fact is grasped either for the first time or as it occurs here and 
now. 
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     There is no possibility of deception with respect to a fact confirmed 
by the continuous stream of experience. As soon as an individual fact, 
such as the existence of a friend or brother or of the house in which we 
live, is inserted into the totality of our experience of reality, and con-
firmed time after time, it no longer makes any sense to say that we 
may be deceived about it, that we meet it only in a dream or an hallu-
cination. 
     Our knowledge of such reality possesses, not a mere high probabil-
ity, but full certainty, if it is confirmed by and integrated with the full 
network of our experience of reality. The famous Cartesian doubt ap-
plies only to the isolated experience of a single concrete fact. 
     Yet it remains true that such confirmation is required to reach ab-
solute certainty about contingent facts. This illustrates the difference 
in certainty between apriori knowledge and all empirical knowledge of 
individual concrete facts. 
     Essentially necessary and incomparably intelligible states of facts, 
such as "Moral values can be embodied only in a person," can be 
grasped with absolute certitude without recourse to confirmation by 
the stream of experience. Even when we consider them by themselves, 
isolating them from the rest of our experience, even when we restrict 
ourselves completely to an insight into them, we still attain an abso-
lute certitude, a truth beyond any possible doubt. 
     The incomparable intelligibility of these essentially necessary facts 
is intimately bound up with the absolute certainty we have regarding 
them. They disclose themselves to our minds in their meaningful in-
trinsic necessity, thereby enabling us to penetrate them with our intel-
lect. This provides an absolute certainty, an intelligible certitude, 
which no other knowledge possesses. 
     In our appreciation of the absolute certitude of apriori facts, we 
must also realize that these absolute, certain facts have a general char-
acter. Consequently, our certitude concerning them differs profoundly 
from the certitude we have with respect to any individual concrete 
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fact. Only in one unique case, in the frame of concrete individual facts 
or of real individual existence, can we reach a similar absolute certi-
tude. It is the case of the Augustinian "Si fallor, sum" or the Cartesian 
"Cogito ergo sum." Here alone our knowledge of a concrete individual 
possesses the same absolute certainty as does our apriori knowledge, 
even without the confirmation of the total network of experiences. 
     Knowledge of apriori facts proceeds in a direction differing basi-
cally from empirical knowledge of contingent facts. Some apriori 
propositions are seen intuitively as rooted in the essence; for example, 
the proposition "Being and not-being exclude each other" or "Moral 
values cannot be embodied by a nonpersonal being." Others are de-
ductive conclusions, like most of the geometric and arithmetical 
propositions. It is not necessary to prove here that such deductive 
conclusions are not weakened by the incompleteness which is proper 
and essential to conclusions gained through inductive reasoning. A 
deduction can lead with absolute strictness to a conclusion and afford 
us absolute certainty. The conclusion derived through deductive rea-
soning possesses the same certainty proper to the premises. The de-
ductive process as such does not lessen certitude. The certitude of its 
conclusion depends upon the certitude of the premises. The insight 
into intelligible and necessary facts, in which immediately grasped 
states of facts are given, is the primary reason for the absolute cer-
tainty of apriori propositions, both deductive conclusions and, aforti-
ori, facts immediately grasped. Of course, the "givenness" referred to 
here must be free from all the imperfections which are proper to the 
observation of merely contingent facts. Only a "givenness" completely 
different from that of observation and induction can support and truly 
give absolute certainty. 
If there is an insight into an essentially necessary and absolutely cer-
tain state of facts, there is no question of observation of actual being. 
Whether or not I am the victim of fantasy or hallucination or whether 
I am dreaming or truly perceiving, is strictly irrelevant to the reality of 
a necessary state of facts. Let us assume, for example, that I perceive 
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the color orange on the fruit of the same name. In this perception I re-
alize that this color lies, according to the order of similarity, between 
red and yellow. The reality of this fact is in no way jeopardized by the 
realization that I may later on discover that my "perception" was not a 
genuine perception of an actual object, but rather an hallucination. 
For the question, whether or not the orange color is here and now pre-
sent in reality, is irrelevant to the reality of the state of facts that "Or-
ange lies between red and yellow." To grasp the truth of the state of 
facts, the "such-being," the essence of the color orange must be given 
to me. The real, actual existence of the color orange, however, need 
not be given to me. The fact in question is grounded exclusively in the 
such-being of red, orange, and yellow. Its reality, therefore, is inde-
pendent of the validity of my grasping real beings endowed with these 
three colors. This does away with the possibility of disappointment, to 
which all mere observations are open. It also erases any question as to 
the incapacity of beings to grant us absolute certainty. Here the per-
ception has only the function of affording me the opportunity, by the 
unfolding of a certain such-being before my spiritual eye, to gain an 
insight into the truth of the state of facts. But the perception, insofar as 
it is an observation of an actually existing being, does not act as a 
proof for the knowledge of the existence of this essential state of facts. 
In the case of the necessity of natural laws, that is, of the merely 
though highly probable propositions of chemistry and physics, per-
ception actually does take on this role of proving the truth and reality 
of states of facts. 
     If the observation that "Hydrogen and oxygen in a specific com-
pound yield water" should be an hallucination, then the general state 
of facts concerning the chemical make-up of water would hang in the 
air. Again, if a physicist should find that the observations reporting 
that a body expanded when heated were all made in a dream, then the 
inductive conclusion affirming a causal relation between heat and the 
expansion of a body would not be verified. He could not then lay it 
down as a law of nature that "Heat expands a body." 
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     On the other hand, the truth of an essentially necessary state of 
facts in no way depends on mere observations. For example, take the 
proposition, "An object cannot be willed unless I am conscious of it." 
The truth of this proposition does not depend on whether my grasp 
and clarification of willing concerned a real willing or simply an imag-
ined one. It does not matter whether I realized this truth in a dream or 
while I was awake. If in a dream I clearly and distinctly grasp willing 
in its such-being, so that I grasp as evident this state of facts to be es-
sentially rooted in the such-being, then my knowledge is as valid and 
as certain as it would have been if I had been awake all the time. For, 
whether awake or sleeping, I have grasped a necessary fact which I 
understand to be rooted in the essence of willing and not in the actual, 
here-and-now existence of this or that act of willing. 
     States of facts which are essentially necessary and immediately un-
derstood are in reality completely independent of actual existence here 
and now. An essence is given to me. In it are grounded necessary 
states of facts, and in it, in the "givenness" of the essence, I understand 
these necessary facts. In other words, facts of this kind require only the 
"givenness" of a such-being, and not an existential status to be grasped. 
And for precisely this reason, they are knowable with absolute cer-
tainty, for they transcend the essential possibility of deception and 
disappointment which attaches to existentially situated objects. At the 
same time, moreover, we also know, when we have perceived such es-
sentially necessary states of facts, that they are binding for each in-
stance in which a real, concrete object of this type may be found in re-
ality; that is, we know that each case will verify the general truth. A 
single example, perhaps even a merely imagined example, can afford 
us certain insight into the truth of an essentially necessary state of 
facts. This single example is enough to give us the absolutely certain 
knowledge that in all possible cases wherein we are confronted by a 
real fact of this kind, this state of facts will inevitably and unfailingly 
be found. 
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     The existence, within the total sphere of knowledge, of this funda-
mental difference between absolutely certain and essentially necessary 
propositions on the one hand and, on the other, merely probable and 
nonessentially necessary propositions, is one of the most decisive in-
sights of genuine philosophy. As we have previously mentioned, it 
may be found in all truly great philosophers. Empiricisms of various 
kinds have attempted to deny the apriori, to deny the reality of abso-
lutely certain and essentially necessary propositions. This attempt, as 
we shall presently see, necessarily leads to an absolute contradiction. 
     One of the main attempts to deny apriori knowledge proceeds from 
confusing propositions which are certain with merely tautological 
statements. It was Kant's great merit to elaborate for the first time an 
essential and most important difference in the realm of propositions, 
namely that between tautological and nontautological propositions. 
He termed the tautological propositions analytical, and the nontau-
tological synthetic. 
     When we say, "Every son descends from parents," the predicate of 
this proposition merely repeats what was already and explicitly pre-
sent in the concept of the subject. For, by definition, the concept "son" 
already includes a relation to parents. The proposition, therefore, is 
purely tautological. If, however, we say, "Every man has had parents," 
we affirm something new, since the concept "man" does not explicitly 
contain the note of a relation to parents. 
     This distinction of Kant has meaning and importance inde-
pendently of his theory of knowledge. One need not accept any other 
element of Kant's doctrine, and especially not his idealism, in order to 
see that this distinction between analytical and synthetic propositions 
is of the utmost importance. It is a classic example of a first philoso-
phical prise de conscience of an elementary difference which is, in it-
self, obvious. All propositions in which the predicate repeats that 
which has been included, by definition, in the concept of the subject, 
are tautological, void, empty, without any interest. Kant has also 
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proved convincingly that the propositions of Euclidean geometry and 
of arithmetic possess, not an analytical, but a synthetic nature. The 
proposition, "Seven plus five equals twelve," is not tautological, for 
neither in the concept of "twelve" nor in the concept of " 7" and "5" is 
there to be found an explicit relation to the state of facts which is ex-
pressed by this proposition. This synthetic character obtains not only 
in the example given by Kant, but in all propositions stating absolutely 
necessary, intelligible, and certain facts. In saying, for example, that 
"an impersonal being cannot embody a moral value, e.g., humility," we 
in no way imply by the very definition of the concept of humility that 
it can be found only in persons. We certainly grasp humility in per-
sons, but we also grasp aesthetic values in persons. Yet we cannot 
therefore say that only persons embody aesthetic values. Thus we see 
that the proposition, "Moral values essentially presuppose a person," is 
in no way tautological, but rather expresses a new and important in-
sight into the nature of moral value.  

Again, the proposition, "Orange lies between red and yellow," is 
completely synthetic in the above-mentioned sense. For "orange" is a 
definitely specific type of color, the essence of which is not primarily 
derived from the fact that it lies midway between red and yellow. 
What we learn in this proposition is something completely new and 
full of content. It goes beyond what we already know when we simply 
think of "orange." 

We must, therefore, keep ourselves completely free from the mis-
understanding which would regard absolutely certain and essentially 
necessary propositions as merely analytical or tautological. This error 
strips such propositions of their epistemological dignity. In truth, they 
are so far removed from tautology that in a certain sense they repre-
sent the prototype of fullness of content within the sphere of knowl-
edge, and surpass all empirical propositions in their expression of 
worthwhile and new content. 
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    It is, above all, necessary to understand that what makes a proposi-
tion analytical and tautological is decidedly not the objectively neces-
sary relation between the being referred to by the subject of the propo-
sition and the being referred to by the predicate. In any true proposi-
tion, the fact that it is true implies that there is a real connection be-
tween the predicate and the subject. This relation also underlies every 
purely empirical proposition. But even when the relation between the 
two beings referred to as subject and predicate is necessary, for in-
stance, such as that between moral values and a personal being, when 
the very nature of moral values requires a personal being as the only 
possible bearer, even then the proposition "Moral values necessarily 
presuppose a personal being" is in no way analytical. The necessary 
relation between two objects, the fact that something is necessarily 
rooted in the essence of another, does not make the proposition stat-
ing such a relation tautological. On the contrary, only when the sub-
ject by its very definition implies the relation to the predicate can we 
speak of a tautology. The analytical character of a proposition implies 
that the reference to the predicate is already included in the concept of 
the subject. But the concept of the subject is emphatically not the same 
thing as the essence to which the subject refers. Concept and essence 
must, therefore, be sharply distinguished. Although the state of facts 
in question is necessarily rooted in the essence of the being to which 
the subject refers, this in no way indicates that the proposition is ana-
lytical; it indicates rather that the proposition is true. A tautology ex-
ists only when the concept, as opposed to the essence of the subject, 
explicitly includes the predicate. The statement, "Every effect presup-
poses a cause," is an analytical proposition. In the very concept of "ef-
fect," the relation to a cause is included. But if we say, "Every becom-
ing or every change presupposes a cause," the proposition is in no way 
analytical or tautological, because the concept "becoming" or "change" 
includes by definition no reference to a cause. It has a full meaning 
even if we prescind from its relation to cause. The fact that the objec-
tive relation between becoming and a cause is an essential and neces-
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sary one in no way renders the proposition tautological. We must, 
moreover, realize that the notion, "by definition," can be understood 
in different senses. In traditional philosophy, "by definition" is some-
times used as equivalent to "belonging to" the essence, or "being 
rooted in" the essence of a being. For instance, one may say that the 
character of "rational animal" belongs by definition to a human being. 
But it is evident that the concept of man does not explicitly include the 
notion of a rational animal. The proposition, "Man is a rational ani-
mal," is far from being tautological. We learn something new when 
Aristotle "defines" man as a rational animal. His statement is an an-
swer to the question: What are the very characteristics of the being 
which we call man, the being which we know by experience in our 
own person as well as in other persons? Whether or not this answer is 
adequate or satisfactory is not our problem here. We are interested 
only in the fact that the proposition, "Man is a rational animal," is not 
tautological. 

Thus, "by definition" here means exclusively that something be-
longs, in reality, essentially and constitutively, to the essence of a be-
ing. We, on the contrary, intend a very different meaning when we 
say, "by definition." Thus, we would say that in the statement, "Every 
rational animal possesses reason," the predicate is contained by defini-
tion in the subject. Here not only does the real being essentially in-
clude what is said in the predicate, but the concept which forms the 
subject in this proposition explicitly includes the predicate. 

It is the explicit inclusion of the predicate in the concept of the sub-
ject which makes a proposition tautological. In short, when knowledge 
of the state of facts which the proposition affirms is already used to 
build up the very concept which functions as subject, the proposition 
is then a mere repetition of what has been already explicitly said by the 
subject. Such a proposition is, of course, analytical, that is, a tautologi-
cal proposition. 
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     The proposition, "Moral values can be embodied only in a person," 
is not tautological. In saying, "moral values," we refer to a certain type 
of values, such as justice, generosity, purity. What underlies our con-
cept, "moral values," is the specific quality of these values, and not 
their exclusively personal character. Obviously, we cannot form the 
concept of moral values unless we have already perceived them. And 
in our perception, of course, they were grasped as qualities of human 
acts. But even if a reference to a human person is included in the no-
tion of moral values, this in no way implies that moral values are ex-
clusively found in personal beings. To discover that they are in fact ex-
clusively found in personal beings is a genuine insight, and to state it 
is far from being tautological.  
     When we use the term, "moral values," we are indeed thinking of 
values which we witnessed in human beings. Yet this in no way indi-
cates the impossibility of impersonal things (such as a stone or a tree) 
being the bearers of moral values. Neither does it in any way indicate 
that moral values may be embodied in all personal beings and not just 
in human persons. 
     We can, thus, clearly see that the role which the reference to human 
beings plays in the concept of moral values does not give the slightest 
ground to call the proposition, "Moral values are embodied exclusively 
in persons," tautological. The state of facts expressed in this proposi-
tion is something completely new, adding something important and 
decisive to our knowledge of moral values. It is emphatically not a 
mere repetition of something which had to be known already in order 
to form the notion of moral values. 
     The same applies to propositions such as, "Moral guilt presupposes 
responsibility" or "A color presupposes spatial extension." All these 
propositions are antithetically opposed to merely tautological ones. 
     To grasp an apriori state of facts, it suffices to delve into the nature 
of the being to which the subject refers; and to draw out, as it were, the 
state of facts in question. This process must be clearly distinguished 
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from what takes place in the formation of analytical propositions. In 
the latter, the predicate is explicitly included, by definition, in the con-
cept of the subject and can be "drawn out" of it by attending to the 
concept of the subject alone. In the apriori proposition, on the other 
hand, what we "draw out" is completely new in comparison to the 
concept of the subject. It is something which has been found by con-
templating the nature of the being to which the concept of the subject 
refers. An unbridgeable gap lies between these two types of proposi-
tion. In order to formulate an analytical proposition I need only at-
tend to the meaning of the concept. For synthetic apriori propositions, 
on the contrary, I must contemplate the being in question. I cannot 
remain within the immanent framework of the proposition, but must 
transcend mere "logical" correctness to draw out from being some of 
its fertile plenitude. 
     There is, however, still another confusion which must be elimi-
nated. As I pointed out in the Prolegomena of Christian Ethics, all phi-
losophical discoveries differ radically from discoveries in science. 
They consist, not in making us acquainted with beings, nor in show-
ing us beings which were completely unknown in prescientific experi-
ence, but in a prise de conscience of facts which are in some way famil-
iar to us and which in great part are constantly presupposed by us in 
our life. Aristotle's discovery of the nature and rules of the syllogism 
does not imply that the rules of the syllogism were totally unfamiliar 
to man and that they were never used in drawing conclusions until 
Aristotle's works were published. On the contrary, these rules were in 
some way known by all men, at least implicitly. 
     This characteristic of philosophy, which applies precisely to apriori 
knowledge, i.e., knowledge of absolute, necessary, intelligible, and cer-
tain facts, may also be confused at times with the character of tautol-
ogy. 
     The fact that the apriori proposition is a prise de conscience of 
something which was in some way already familiar to us, does in no 
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way render it tautological. In reaching an insight into such a state of 
facts as, "Love includes a desire for union," we have the consciousness: 
"yes, that is it; that is the true nature of love." Still the fact that we con-
front it with the voice of the being of love given in our prephilosophi-
cal, lived experience, in no way denies the synthetic character of this 
proposition. 
     Kant committed a fundamental error in overlooking the synthetic 
character of metaphysics, and in restricting synthetic apriori proposi-
tions to the sphere of arithmetic and geometry. It is difficult to under-
stand how the very man who discovered the difference between ana-
lytic and synthetic propositions is the same man who overlooked the 
synthetic apriori character of propositions in ethics, metaphysics, and 
the other fields of philosophy. It becomes understandable, however, 
when we consider that Kant approached these problems from his the-
ory of knowledge, which denies intellectual intuition any role apart 
from the two forms of intuition, time and space. Nevertheless it must 
be emphasized that the distinction between analytic and synthetic 
propositions retains its meaning and significance independently of 
Kant's entire theory of knowledge. 
     Closely linked to this fundamental error is Kant's opinion that the 
propositions of general logic and, therefore, the principle of noncon-
tradiction, are analytic. In reality, the principle of noncontradiction is 
anything but analytic. It is true that analytic propositions have no con-
tent other than their being grounded on the principle of noncontra-
diction (since they are nourished by nothing else than by the truth of 
this principle). This does not, however, imply that the principle itself 
is analytic. In brief, if the principle of noncontradiction itself were 
analytic, a mere repetition which says nothing about the realities to 
which it refers, it would be impossible to determine whether any 
proposition is tautological. For instance, let us take the proposition, 
"All rational animals are rational." The analytic character of this and 
all tautologies depends precisely on the fact that the principle of non-
contradiction is not analytic, but rather a basic, meaningful truth 
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really applicable to beings, and really stating an important fact about 
them. 
     There is yet one more point to consider. The principle of noncon-
tradiction is of such an elementary nature that it is not only silently 
presupposed in every grasp of a state of facts, but it is also luminous 
with elementary self-evidence. In the case of an explicit contemplation 
of being as such, this principle is perceived to be true without refer-
ence to anything else. Now this elementary self-evidence of a state of 
facts must not be confused with the formal, explicit containment of 
the predicate in the subject of tautological propositions. 
     That being and not-being exclude each other, that something can-
not simultaneously exist and not exist is a prototype for all synthetic 
propositions. It owns an immense, decisive fullness of meaning and 
content. What we grasp here is the polar opposite to the spiritual 
idling which is represented in the tautological proposition. To call the 
foundation of all the things in the world tautological and contentless 
is, in effect, to erect the gigantic edifice of being and truth on air. 
     From all that we have said above, the following may be ascertained. 
Within the total sphere of knowledge, there are propositions which 
specify themselves as essentially necessary, highly intelligible, and ab-
solutely certain, in contrast to all other kinds of propositions. At the 
same time, these necessary propositions have a distinctly synthetic 
character in our sense, i.e., nontautological. There are, then, states of 
facts which are full of content, that is to say, not at all tautological, and 
which can be understood simultaneously as absolutely certain and 
necessary. It is these which we distinguish as apriori in contrast to the 
empirical, be this the mere "accidental" single state of facts or, instead, 
the general and "necessary" laws of nature, which at best can be under-
stood only as highly probable and never as absolutely certain. We saw, 
moreover, that all states of facts which are grasped through observa-
tion and induction are of an empirical nature. The path leading us to 
the apriori is essentially different. It lies beyond the world of single ob-
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servations and inductions. The knowledge gained from it is well out of 
reach of the essential and inevitable faults affecting the certitude of in-
duction. We grasp an apriori truth in focusing on the essence or 
"such-being" of the object. Hence, there is no possible room for the 
question whether or not the object, brought to a state of "givenness," 
really exists here and now. 
     The knowledge that there are absolutely certain and essentially nec-
essary truths which are not tautological is indeed a common posses-
sion shared by all the truly great philosophers. No such common ac-
cord exists in answer to the question: "What are the grounds that ex-
plain why apriori knowledge is possible?" On the contrary, a wide di-
versity of answers exists with regard to this question. What is even 
more important, very diversified elements, having nothing to do with 
each other, are dragged into the consideration of the apriori problem. 
That is to say, the question of the existence of apriori knowledge has 
been loaded with many elements completely foreign to it. This is easily 
perceived when we examine closely in what sense apriori knowledge is 
said to be "independent of experience." Apriori propositions are char-
acterized as being independent of experience – as is implied by the 
very term, "apriori." We have seen that they are indeed independent, 
in the sense that they do not require blunt observations or inductions. 
For the most part, however, the term "experience" has a much broader 
meaning. Independence of experience, in this broader meaning, has 
also been demanded as a characteristic of apriori knowledge. In what 
follows we shall attempt to expose this equivocation of the term ex-
perience – an equivocation which must be resolved if we are to gain a 
right understanding of the apriori. 
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2. The many meanings of the concepts: apriori and experience 

A. The Meanings of Experience 

     The term "experience" has at least two meanings. If someone says, 
"I cannot talk about love. I do not know what it is because I have never 
experienced it," the sense of "experience" here is evidently quite differ-
ent from mere blunt observation. Here it means that something has 
never disclosed itself in its essence to my mind, that it was never given 
to me in a concrete moment which would have enabled me to grasp it 
in its essence. Failure to "experience" in this sense means, to be sure, 
that there has never been an observation of the existence of a definite 
type of reality, but above all it here signifies the complete lack of 
knowledge of the such-being in question. We may call this experience 
the "experience of such-being," in opposition to blunt, empirical ob-
servation. 
     Perception is the starting point for each of these two kinds of ex-
perience. Still this should not make us unaware of the essential differ-
ence between them. It is true that, when an object is given to us, when 
it stands in its self-presence before our minds, it gives us an original 
knowledge of its such-being and also a knowledge of its real existence. 
Both go hand in hand in perception. Nevertheless, these two kinds of 
taking cognizance of something are different one from the other. We 
have already seen the proof of this, for we have seen that even when an 
observation is invalidated because the "perception" later on turns out 
to be an hallucination, still taking cognizance of the such-being re-
mains untouched. Thus if someone becomes acquainted with the 
color red through an hallucination, the result is that he had no experi-
ence of an actually existing red thing, but he most certainly had a 
genuine experience of its such-being. 
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     At this point it is legitimate to ask: Are there contents which need 
never be given to us in their such-being at least once? Are there con-
tents which we know independently of every concrete perception of 
such-being? A blind person does not know what colors look like. Not 
only can he not grasp the real existence of a color, he also does not 
know the such-being of the colors red, yellow, blue, and so forth. 
These singular qualities have not disclosed themselves to his mind in 
their essence. Evidently, in the case of colors we are dealing with con-
tents which, before they can be known, must have been presented to 
the human mind in their such-being at least once in a concrete in-
stance. But is this true of contents like "unity," or of the basic ethical 
values, "good" and "bad"? Is it necessary that unity, which plays such a 
fundamental role in the knowledge of every some-thing, should have 
disclosed itself to us in a concrete perception, in a concrete meeting of 
our mind with the object? Or do we, as spiritual persons, receive its 
essence in some other way? Do we perhaps know unity "innately"? Is 
knowledge of it given to us in the same way as the capability of think-
ing or of loving is given? 

In brief, are there any contents which we know independently of 
every experience, in the broadest sense of the word – experience of 
such-being as well as of existence? Are there contents which need not 
be grasped by us even once in a concrete and somewhat qualitative 
perception in order to be known by us? This is a classic problem of 
philosophy. We meet it in Plato's teaching of reminiscence, of Des-
cartes's innate ideas, and in Kant's categories and forms of intuition. 
This problem also can be termed "the problem of the apriori." That is 
to say, one can choose to call apriori only those contents which are 
said to be independent of every experience, including the experience 
of such-being. But at the same time one must clearly understand that 
this question is entirely different from the question: "How is the abso-
lutely certain knowledge of necessary states of facts possible?" 
     There are two completely different concepts of experience. The one 
refers to observation of actual singular beings and to induction. The 
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other refers to every concrete disclosure of a such-being. Correspond-
ing to these two different meanings of experience there are two equally 
different meanings of what is signified by the thesis, "the apriori is in-
dependent of experience." Apriori means something different in each 
case. As far as knowledge of an absolutely certain and essentially nec-
essary state of facts is concerned, all that is necessary is independence 
from experience in the sense of observation and induction. It is by no 
means necessary that such knowledge be independent of experience in 
the sense of the experience of such-being. Two different questions can 
be raised. One asks: Is there an absolutely certain knowledge of essen-
tially necessary states of facts: if so, how is it possible? The other asks: 
Are there contents which we know (innately or otherwise) independ-
ently of any acquaintance with a such-being, even once? Whether the 
second question is answered yes or no, nothing is decided thereby 
with respect to the first. These are two completely distinct problems, 
although both may be appropriately called "the problem of the apri-
ori." But apriori has a different meaning in each of the two questions. 
We are not, of course, interested in the question of terminology. We 
are simply concerned with the fact that we are dealing here with two 
entirely different and independent classical problems of philosophy. 
Unfortunately, very often in the history of philosophy these two dis-
tinct questions have been confused and treated as a single problem 
about the possibility of apriori knowledge. 
     Only the first apriori problem, which asks about the existence and 
possibility of absolutely certain knowledge of highly intelligible and 
essentially necessary states of facts, will occupy us here. Although both 
problems may fittingly be called classical, the first is incomparably 
more important than the second, which asks whether there are con-
tents which we can know independently of every possible experience. 
     We go so far as to say that the question which asks whether apriori 
knowledge exists, in the sense of an absolutely certain knowledge of 
highly intelligible and essentially necessary facts, is the epistemological 
question. It is the cardinal question, whose answer decides the stage of 
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dignity which our knowledge can attain. It is such a fundamental 
question that its decisive import reaches even to the most detailed and 
remote philosophical problems. 
     It is not difficult to understand how much the confusion of this 
question with the other question concerning apriori knowledge has 
stood in the way of an answer to it. This confusion makes the un-
equivocal givenness of absolutely certain and essentially necessary 
facts dependent upon the answer to the relatively obscure question: 
whether there is knowledge independent of all such-being experience. 

There is the tacit presupposition that knowledge of absolutely cer-
tain and essentially necessary propositions is possible only if it is pos-
sible to know, anterior to every concrete perception, the essence or 
such-being of certain states of facts. This presupposition is not only 
false, but it also results in artificially limiting apriori propositions to 
those few contents which can meaningfully support the question of 
whether we can have an innate knowledge of their such-beings with-
out having even made their acquaintance in a concrete perception. 

Moreover, no form of innatism can in any way explain the possibil-
ity of apriori knowledge. Why should the essence of a being, by the 
fact that it is known without any experience of its such-being, render 
this essence more intelligible? Why should it enable us to grasp with 
an absolute certainty necessary facts rooted in this essence? This inde-
pendence of any experience of essence is not required for apriori 
knowledge. Furthermore, even if we had such innate knowledge, its 
innate character would in no way increase the possibility of apriori 
knowledge. It is impossible to see why innate knowledge should pos-
sess this intelligibility and enable us to gain insight into necessary ab-
solute facts with an absolute certainty. Why should our knowledge of 
a state of facts rooted in a being possess the character of absolute cer-
tainty by reason of our being born with this knowledge? Certainly 
such a knowledge would be independent of observation and induc-
tion, and thus would not be corroded by the imperfections concerning 
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certainty which, as we saw, empirical knowledge inevitably carries 
with it. But this independence as such is not equivalent to the intelli-
gibility of apriori facts. Nor, again, does innate knowledge imply any 
guarantee of the truth of a proposition. The innate character could 
also be linked to a human insufficiency and thus be invalid. 
     In truth, apriori knowledge is independent of observation and in-
duction because of its incomparable intelligibility. The converse 
statement, that it possesses its intelligibility thanks to its independence 
of observation and induction, is false. The self-evident truth of these 
facts, the truth which elevates us above observation and induction, 
would not be guaranteed if the independence of observation and in-
duction were the result of innatism. Compared with the theory of in-
nate ideas, Plato's theory of reminiscence would, relatively speaking, 
serve as a better explanation for the absolute certitude and intelligibil-
ity of apriori knowledge. In presuming that a perfect intuition into the 
ideas was granted to us in a preexistence, Plato at least tries to trace 
this intelligible knowledge to a previous higher experience. 
     His explanation is superior to innatism in that it traces the source 
of apriori knowledge back to a perfect experience, and includes the 
disclosure to our mind in a most perfect intuition of the being in ques-
tion. The contact with reality, as well as the intelligible character of 
this reality, is here implied. To this extent, therefore, Plato's theory 
does justice to the facts. 
     But apart from the erroneous assumption of a previous existence, 
his explanation has other great weaknesses. It does not at all explain 
why an apriori knowledge is possible with respect to certain objects 
and impossible with respect to others. Why does such a reminiscence 
occur in the case of geometrical figures and not in the case of a dog or 
of an oak? 
     Moreover, though an experience of such-being is here admitted, 
why deny that an experience of this kind could take place in our pre-
sent life? Why not see that an experience of such-being in our present 
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life may grant us an intelligible insight and that dependence upon an 
experience of this kind is in no way incompatible with apriori knowl-
edge? 
     In order for propositions to have the highest dignity of knowledge, 
that is, for them to be absolutely certain, incomparably intelligible, 
and essentially necessary, they need be independent of experience only 
in the sense of the observation of actual singular beings and of induc-
tion. This does not mean that such knowledge must be independent of 
experience in the sense of a such-being experience. It is apparent that 
we cannot know colors without becoming acquainted with them at 
least once through a perception. Does this dependence on the experi-
ence of such-being impair and frustrate the possibility of an apriori 
knowledge about colors? Not at all. The proposition, "Orange lies be-
tween red and yellow," is a classic example of a valid apriori proposi-
tion, for it is absolutely certain and essentially necessary. The apriori 
character of this proposition demands only that, for an insight into 
this state of facts, there is no need for observations about actually ex-
isting colors and no need for induction. This condition, when fulfilled, 
gains for the apriori an immunity from the inevitable possibility of de-
ception which is characteristic of observations about existents and of 
induction. Hence it is necessary to keep the concept of the apriori free 
from every pretention toward an independence of experience in the 
widest sense of the term, that is, including the experience of 
such-beings. For this experience in no way excludes absolute certainty, 
intelligibility, and essential necessity. 

B. The Apriori vs. Presuppositions 

     The apriori in our sense, furthermore, must be kept free from yet 
another element which has played a great role in the history of the 
problem of the apriori, especially in Kant. This is the confusion of the 
problem of the apriori with that of presuppositions, in which the 
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problem is to see how certain states of facts serve as the basis for fur-
ther knowledge. 
     This latter is another classic philosophical problem, namely, to ex-
amine what are the most general and most basic principles which are 
presupposed for all further states of facts. This involves an examina-
tion of the architectonic structure of being to find out which elements 
are formal prerequisites for others. It is a problem that plays a decisive 
role in the meaning of the two concepts: formal and material. 
     For example, the propositions of logic are a formal prerequisite for 
arithmetic; and the proposition of mathematics are a formal prerequi-
site for physics. This pair of opposing concepts, formal and material, 
has a relative, and not an absolute, nature. Thus, formal refers to a 
function of one state of facts or one object in its relation to another 
proposition. The principle of noncontradiction is in itself a material 
truth. In both logic and ontology, the incompatibility of truth with fal-
sity and being with nonbeing is a material principle. But in all the 
other areas of knowledge, like mathematics, physical science, ethics, 
aesthetics, ontology of the person, and so forth, the principle of non-
contradiction possesses a formal character, inasmuch as it is grounded 
not in the specific nature of the objects which make up the respective 
themes of these areas, but rather in the content of being which is al-
ready tacitly presupposed by all these objects. This is true in an analo-
gous way of many less general principles. Although they are material 
in themselves, they exercise a formal function for a certain field of 
knowledge. 
     Sometimes, the term apriori is used to signify a formal presupposi-
tion for experience. In this sense of the term, apriori facts are those 
which are presupposed for any experience.  
     Kant, of course, was especially preoccupied with this structural 
problem. When he asks, "What makes experience possible at all?" he 
does so with a view to discovering the apriori elements of knowledge. 
In Kant, to be independent from experience assumes the meaning to 
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be presupposed for experience. For him, the apriori character of space 
and time is given by the fact that we, as he alleges, presuppose space 
for all our external perceptions and time for all our internal ones. In 
other words, he thought that they were apriori forms because they 
play a formal and foundational role for the objects of both internal 
and external experience. The same is true with respect to the catego-
ries which, according to Kant, are already presupposed in every per-
ception. 

This formal, foundational role which certain contents and states of 
facts play in relation to other objects, however, has no necessary con-
nection with the apriori character in the sense in which the apriori re-
fers to absolutely certain, intelligible, and essentially necessary truths. 
Absolute and essential necessity is a characteristic which certain states 
of facts possess of themselves, without regard to their relations to 
other states of facts. Likewise their intelligibility and their absolute 
certainty characterize them in relation to their knowability, and not in 
regard to their structural relation to other objects. 
      A state of facts may be structurally constituted in such a way that it 
is a formal presupposition for other objects without being absolutely 
certain, intelligible, and essentially necessary. The one is not a conse-
quence of the other. So long as I merely notice that a state of facts is 
necessarily presupposed in all the remaining areas of knowledge, I 
have not yet proved its essential necessity. The fact that it is so wide-
spread a presupposition argues only that I have gained a concept of 
relation. The fact, moreover, that it is an indispensable presupposition 
simply attests to its functional importance for other states of facts. But 
it says nothing about its own inner essential necessity, its intelligibil-
ity, and its absolute certainty. Suppose that the only thing we could say 
about the propositions "A is not non-A" and "Being and not-being ex-
clude each other," is that they are indispensable presuppositions for all 
other states of facts. Then we should not have established their apriori 
character in our sense. We can and we do term these propositions ap-
riori in our sense only because we can understand them with absolute 
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certainty and intelligibility as essentially necessary in themselves. In-
deed, the mere fact that a proposition is an indispensable presupposi-
tion for other facts is not even a proof for its truth, and much less a 
proof, therefore, for its apriori character in the sense of absolutely 
necessary, highly intelligible facts. And, on the other hand, there are 
genuinely apriori states of facts which possess only a slight formal 
function with respect to other facts, for example, "Orange lies between 
red and yellow" or "Willing presupposes knowledge." The first propo-
sition is of such a concrete nature that we cannot say it is the formal 
presupposition for much further knowledge, much less for experience 
in general. A self-evident consequence of its absolute certainty, intelli-
gibility, and essential necessity is that it must be found confirmed in 
every single case of orange. But this is only a consequence and not the 
proper content of being absolutely certain and essentially necessary. 
But even this "consequence" of the apriori character is distinctly dif-
ferent from the "formal" character which is included as an essential 
characteristic of the Kantian apriori. 
     Here we can also see how an element is included within the concept 
of the apriori which does not belong there. In other words, the prob-
lem: "Which states of facts function as the formal presuppositions for 
all remaining objects or for broad areas of knowledge?" is confused 
with the genuine problem of the apriori, the question about absolutely 
certain and essentially necessary states of facts. This confusion exists 
despite the fact that the problems not only are different but also are 
completely independent of each other. Much closer to the "for-
mal-presupposition" problem is that classical structure-problem, dis-
cussed above, which asks whether there are contents which can be 
known independently of experience in the broad sense. It is, however, 
completely independent of the apriori problem which, from the 
standpoint of absolutely certainty, intelligibility, and essential neces-
sity, inquires into the extent to which certain states of facts can, as 
knowledge, possess varying degrees of dignity. 
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C. The Apriori and Experience 

     A final mark of an apriori state of facts in our sense of the term is 
that it is not essential that it be knowable for every man. Universally 
available knowledge is not, therefore, as Kant believes, inseparably 
connected or even identical with the apriori. As noted previously, ap-
riori knowledge in our sense must be independent only of experience 
in the sense of blunt observation and induction, but not of every ex-
perience in the broad sense that includes the experience of such-being. 
Since this is so, a truth can be apriori and still the possibility remains 
that a person cannot understand it so long as he lacks an experience of 
the such being in question. A blind man, therefore, cannot be ex-
pected to understand the apriori proposition about the order of simi-
larity of orange, red, and yellow. There is, of course, the possibility of 
asking whether a certain content is such that it must unfailingly and 
without difficulty be known somehow to every man. This would apply 
to contents like time, personal being, or, indeed, being in general. The 
question might be asked whether there are insights which demand a 
more specific perception in order to be understood. But these ques-
tions are not decisive for the problem of determining whether or not 
we can understand this content as an essentially necessary, highly in-
telligible, and absolutely certain state of facts. 
     Thus far we have seen that apriori knowledge is in no way incom-
patible with such-being experience. We have seen, furthermore, that 
knowledge is empirical, if it is rooted in experience as taken to signify 
blunt observation and induction, not in experience in the larger sense 
of the term in which it embraces as well the experience of such-being. 
With even greater force, then, the question arises: Why is it possible to 
have knowledge of essentially necessary and absolutely certain states 
of facts in some areas, whereas it is not possible to have such knowl-
edge in others? The experience of such-being is present in the case of 
all objects. Why, then, is this experience sufficient in some cases to 
give us an absolutely certain understanding of a state of facts, whereas 
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in other cases it is valueless unless supported by empirical observa-
tion? In brief, if it is enough to appeal to an experience of such-being 
in order to attain insight into an apriori state of facts, why is not apri-
ori knowledge possible with respect to all objects? To answer this 
problem, we must now examine what it is that affords the possibility 
of knowledge of such dignity on the mere basis of a such-being experi-
ence. Our attention now turns to the central problem having to do 
with the radical difference between apriori and empirical knowledge. 

3. Genuine essences are capable of being grasped intuitively 

     To discover the radical difference between apriori and empirical 
knowledge, it is first necessary to see how apriori knowledge depends 
upon a certain kind of essence structure. In the case of absolutely cer-
tain and essentially necessary states of facts, as we have seen already, 
our attention is centered on the such-being of the object, not its actual 
existence. 
     For example, when we understand that moral values necessarily 
presuppose a person, we contemplate the such-being of moral values 
and persons. There is no need to ask whether the moral value which 
we focus upon, in order to make clear to ourselves the essential char-
acteristics of moral values, is actually present in reality or whether it is 
only something which we have imagined or dreamt. 
     On the other hand, when we are interested in knowing the nature 
of a metal, gold, for example, its actual existence is profoundly impor-
tant. We cannot possibly eliminate the question whether the perceived 
thing actually exists or is the product of dreams and hallucinations. If 
here we should look only to the such-being of gold and put, as it were, 
its existence into brackets, a number of awkward consequences would 
result. 
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     First of all, there would be no genuine interest in knowing an object 
such as gold if it did not actually exist. Any interest we might have in 
the specific essence of gold is entirely dependent on the fact that, in a 
perception of this kind, we are dealing with the perception of a real, 
actually existing object. 
     Second, a such-being of this kind would resist all attempts of our 
intellect to discover any truths necessarily grounded in it, as is the case 
when we contemplate the such-being of moral values. We may, in-
deed, in the contemplation of gold as such, grasp a much more general 
fact, such as "This thing cannot exist and not exist at one and the same 
time." But this fact is rooted, not in the specific essence of gold, but in 
the nature of being as such. Again, it is possible for us to understand, 
as we contemplate the such-being of gold, certain essential facts, such 
as spatial extension, which are valid for material things in general. But 
this does not in any way affect our thesis that we cannot derive any es-
sentially necessary, luminously intelligible, and absolutely certain 
states of facts from the bare contemplation of an object such as gold. 
For these apriori propositions are rooted, not in the being of gold as 
such, but in the being of gold only insofar as it is at the same time a 
material thing. By perceiving merely these general necessary states of 
facts we do not grasp the specific content of gold as distinguished 
from silver or lead. 
     Even more, we must not confuse certain essential unities which lie 
in the aesthetic appearance of gold, its beauty for example, with the 
constitutive essence of the metal, gold. When we delve into the such 
being of willing and obtain the insight that there is no willing unless 
there is knowledge, we deal throughout with a constitutive state of 
facts for the willing as such, and not merely for the aesthetic appear-
ance of willing. But all possible focusing upon the such-being of gold 
can never lead us to a state of facts grounded in the constitutive es-
sence of gold. Gold does not turn its constitutive such-being, its es-
sence, toward us. Willing, on the other hand, does. We learn some-
thing about the such-being of gold only "from with out," in a round-
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about way, only in a detour, only through "observations." We refer to 
single observations, such as the measurement of its specific gravity, 
melting point, and the like. This way (i.e., induction), according to its 
very nature, ends in only empirical states of facts. It is apparent, 
moreover, that everything we learn about the directly perceivable 
properties of gold must be stripped of all knowledge interest as soon 
as we suspend the actual reality of the perceived object, that is, as soon 
as we prescind from the actually existing gold. For the knowledge in-
terest in this such-being is entirely dependent upon the fact that, in 
this kind of perception from which the knowledge proceeds, we deal 
with a real object, that we deal with the perception of a real, actually 
existing thing and not with an hallucination. We should be accused of 
simply playing around if we claimed that we were examining descrip-
tively an imagined kind of metal or an imagined type of beetle. It is, 
therefore, clearly up to the kind of such-being of an object whether or 
not a delving into it, putting aside any consideration of its real exis-
tence, possesses any knowledge interest at all, and whether it yields the 
knowledge of absolutely certain and essentially necessary states of 
facts. 
     To sum up: The possibility of apriori knowledge depends upon the 
kind of object known. To gain an absolutely certain and essentially 
necessary insight, it is not enough that we have an experience of 
such-being and that we prescind from the question of actual existence 
and induction.4 We must have also a very special kind of such-being 

                                                           
4 Husserl stressed this prescinding from existence in his term: "putting existence into 
brackets." He erroneously believed that this would suffice to guarantee apriori knowl-
edge independently of the nature of the object. It is the basic weakness of Father 
Lauer's critique of Husserl (cf. his Triumph of Subjectivity [New York, 1958]) that he 
never singles out the main error in Husserl's "bracketing theory," namely, the failure 
to see that, except for necessary essences, all objects of knowledge lose their interest as 
soon as we prescind from their concrete, real existence, and that they yield no apriori 
knowledge, no matter how much we bracket them. It is this failure which led Husserl 
to transcendent idealism, a position radically opposed to the one set down here. 
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and a givenness which is possible only with this type of such-being. 
The ability of objects to become known exists in a variety of basically 
different ways. In order to understand this variety within the sphere of 
the such-beings of objects, we must discuss different basic types of 
such-beings. 
     Thus, in order to shed additional light on apriori and empirical 
knowledge, we shall inquire into the stages of meaningfulness which 
are found in the realm of such-being. A tremendous gradation of 
meaningfulness is at once apparent when we look at reality in its 
broad outlines. Every existing thing is a unity, and its such-being must 
in some way be characterized as a unity. This unity is flanked by two 
opposite poles: the first is intrinsic impossibility, and the second is the 
chaotic, amorphous object devoid of all content. The intrinsic impos-
sibility, which is the antithesis to unity, is either something contradic-
tory in itself, such as a wooden iron, or a square circle, or some non-
sensical thing such as a blue number, or a square joy, and the like. 
Since such things contain incompatible elements, they thereby militate 
against unity. Such pseudo notions are radically opposed to, and are 
the complete negation of, unity. 
     Advancing from the lower to the higher, we shall present the vari-
ous stages of unity. We shall begin with what is chaotic and possesses 
only accidental unity, advance to genuine unity, and proceed thence to 
the necessary unity which represents the genuine essence, the Idea. 

A. Chaotic and Accidental Unities 

     The lowest stage of unity is chaotic and accidental. 
     A completely amorphous and chaotic mass is the opposite of a real 
unity, not with respect to the inner connection of elements, but rather 
with respect to its failure to be a "something" that is thrown into relief 
as distinct from surrounding beings. It is in conflict, as it were, with 
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the "external side" of unity, whereas what is intrinsically impossible 
opposes the "inner side" of unity. The more shapeless and the more 
formless something is, the more it approaches the "non-being" of 
chaos, until at last it reaches a point where it ceases to be a "some-
thing." Thus, concerning the antithesis to the chaotic, there is an 
enormous gradation in the realm of possible things. No such grada-
tion is to be found in the sphere of possible things with respect to the 
impossible. There is rather only the decisive alternative of possible or 
not-possible. 
     Within the realm of the possible, however, there are many levels or 
gradations, beginning with the chaotic and merely accidental unity 
and proceeding to intrinsically necessary unities. As long as we say of 
a unity only that it is possible, nothing is stated about its stage of posi-
tive meaning. If a unity is understood simply as possible in principle, 
this merely means that there are no self-contradictory elements within 
it and that it is, therefore, not excluded from reality. But this knowl-
edge does not give us the slightest hint how far this unity is opposed to 
chaos, or how organically meaningful and, it may be, even necessary, 
the inner connection of the elements of this unity is. There are unities 
which are indeed possible, but which, with respect to the connection 
of their elements, are impoverished in meaning – purely accidental, 
like a heap of stones or a group of random tones which do not make 
up a melody. From the point of view of meaning, this is the lowest 
stage of unity. There is no inner coherence of elements, but merely a 
factual coherence. Unity is maintained only because it is found in 
something really existing or, in the case of an imagined unity, only be-
cause we happen to be considering it here and now. As a such-being, it 
does not stand on its own feet at all. We are not able to attach any ob-
jective meaningfulness to this unity; it has no real eidos, no genuine 
form. Only an external element keeps it from falling apart and dissolv-
ing into the world of the chaotic. It lives only by reason of a blunt fac-
ticity, which may come about because it happens to be thought of, or 
represented, or imagined by someone, or occurring in reality. 
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     Let us take an example. We are able to draw geometric figures 
which lack every principle of form yet constitute a unity, although a 
unity that is arbitrary, accidental, and almost senseless, in contrast to 
the unity of a triangle, quadrangle, trapezoid, and the like; nothing ob-
jective is struck with this unity. It has no such-being which stands 
autonomously. It is kept together as a unity only by our arbitrary act 
of construction. Intrinsic consistency is even less in the case of a heap 
of heterogenous objects, such as a pile of junk or rubble. The unity 
present here is purely factual, born only out of the contingent 
time-space environment. The single elements which happen to be 
parts of this purely factual unity might, if taken separately, have a 
meaningful unity. But their togetherness forms no meaningful unity. 
Instead of being intrinsically united, they are kept together only exter-
nally. A unity of this kind lacks any real inner consistency. What unity 
there is is due only to a factual grouping.5

     This is the lowest stage of unity from the standpoint of meaning-
fulness. Since the such-being of a unity of this kind is so poor in 
meaning, it is turned in the direction of the chaotic. Furthermore, by 
contemplating the nature of a unity of this kind we cannot rise to the 
knowledge of anything authentically generic in the sense of a "type." 

B. Unities of a Genuine Type 

     A higher stage of meaningfulness, basically different from that dis-
covered in the impoverished unity just discussed, is found in those be-
ings whose unity stands for a genuine type. We encounter this higher 
level of unity in the such-being of objects such as gold, metal, stone, or 
water. These objects have a meaningful nature, a quiddity which justi-
fies our speaking of them as real types. Their unity forms the basis for 
                                                           
5 Of course, this implies that the parts have a quite general ontological affinity, e.g., 
that each of these parts is a corporeal thing. 
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a true universality. Here there is not a generic character which implies 
exclusively an opposition to the single existing individual. Rather a 
certain stage of generality is to be found here which allows many pos-
sible future differentiations (from species to sub-species). 
     Moreover, the stage of generality is not an arbitrary one, but is 
grounded in the meaningful unity of the such-being. The "suchness" of 
a scribbled geometric figure or of a heap of junk is completely arbi-
trary in its generality. We cannot, furthermore, form a concept of this 
unity but we must content ourselves with a description of the 
such-being as a whole. 
     The such-being present in a genuine type evidently has an inner 
consistency that is quite different. It is something objectively mean-
ingful, standing in sharp contrast to what is purely accidental and fac-
tual. It is not simply held together from "without," but rather possesses 
a unity from the "center," and its elements are combined, not acciden-
tally, but intrinsically and meaningfully. 
     Compared with beings possessing an impoverished, radically con-
tingent unity, genuine types have a further dignity. They are, in a 
completely new sense, serious "somethings." Whatever has only a 
meaningless, impoverished such-being is not a species nor can it ever 
be a serious object for science. In addition, whatever is held together 
exclusively by de facto accidental existence has, from the point of view 
of existence, a nonserious character. 
     We must, however, distinguish two strata in those beings whose 
such-being has the character of a true type. In the one stratum we find 
the such-being of appearances, e.g., the appearance of gold, of metal, 
of water. This "type," which the appearance offers to us, and which is 
the starting point for naïve concepts, we may call its "face," its outer or 
"appearance" unity. We must distinguish it from the second stratum, 
which is the nature of the type of matter possessing this "face." If sci-
ence deals with these objects, it does not limit itself to describing the 
appearance or the "face" of these beings. Rather, science seeks a nature 
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more fundamental than the one situated in the stratum of appearance. 
It wants to know the constitutive marks of this kind of being possess-
ing this appearance. To be sure, if we seek to know the nature of gold, 
for example, its distinctive color is one characteristic. But its specific 
gravity, its chemical composition, and so on, are more decisive for de-
termining its constitutive nature. The scientific question, "What is 
gold?" clearly leads us beyond those characteristics of gold which play 
a role in our life, such as its unique attractiveness which determines its 
role as adornment, and its use as money; in short, this question leads 
us beyond the "face" of gold. 
     The constitutive nature, which is what science is chiefly interested 
in, is not accessible to our mind in the same way as is the outer nature, 
the face. In order to investigate the former we need a more compli-
cated research. In many cases it is not disclosed by a merely descrip-
tive observation, but requires instruments of all kinds. 
     Sometimes scientific research may prove that the constitutive na-
ture of two or more objects is the same, even though their appearances 
exhibit great differences. In short, there is the possibility here of show-
ing that beings which, because of their different appearances, claim to 
belong to two different species, have in fact the same constitutive na-
ture. A familiar example of this reduction is the scientific discovery 
that coal has at bottom the same constitutive nature as a diamond. 
     Let us first consider the such-being unity of appearances. The unity 
of gold or of water, though definitely the unity of a genuine type, is 
contingent in character. If we prescind from the real existence of such 
objects, they lose their interest as serious objects of knowledge. If I 
dream of a new type of metal and state upon awakening that this type 
of metal was only the product of a dream, then this type would be of 
no interest to science, even though the non-existing metal offered me 
a typical appearance unity. 
     Moreover, in contemplating the unity displayed by appearances, we 
cannot grasp any necessary states of facts essentially rooted in it. A 
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unity of this kind is not so luminously intelligible as to allow us, by 
delving into it, to grasp various facts with absolute certainty. A mere 
contemplation would lead us no further in our knowledge. Unity of 
this kind calls for description. To enrich our knowledge we must pro-
ceed by describing the appearance – a procedure which clearly and 
typically differs from intuitive insight.6 Description goes around the 
object and accumulates all the observations concerning it. Description 
is a typically empirical way of knowledge. 
     Afortiori, new observations are required to answer our questions 
about such contingent realities as water and gold. What is water's ef-
fect on other beings? What use can we make of it? The answers to 
these questions can never be drawn out of its outer, "appearance" 
unity, but demand fresh observations. What is the freezing point of 
water? What is the degree at which water begins to boil? The correct 
answers to these questions cannot be grasped by delving into the "ap-
pearance" unity of water. Nor can I, from the contemplation of water, 
know the laws of hydraulics. A being of this kind lacks the full intelli-
gibility of apriori states of facts and receives the character of a serious 
object of our knowledge only when the being having this appearance 
unity really exists. Though we can grasp here, as mentioned above, 
that certain features are unessential, still we can never absolutely know 
whether an observed feature is essential or not. Consequently, our 
concept of these beings is either artificially closed or else is open to 
eventual correction. 
     The same applies with even greater force to the constitutive struc-
ture, the inner such being. The unity of the species, the structure 
which science aims to elaborate, is not only not intuitively given, but it 
is also in some way hidden. In contrast to the "face" of these beings, 
the inner constitutive unity can be reached only through complicated 

                                                           
6 We shall see later on that certain "appearance such-beings," that is, the outer faces 
presented to us by some realities, are open to other types of knowledge than descrip-
tion, though never to an apriori knowledge. 
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experiments, such as we find in chemistry, and through the use of in-
struments like the microscope. Thus this "unity" is so far from being 
accessible to an intuitive contact that we rather "compose" it, as it 
were, out of the single elements that we grasp experimentally. Here, 
the states of facts which we want to learn are not disclosed by intuiting 
the such-being of the respective object; for, on the contrary, we can 
only reach a notion of the constitutive such-being by grasping, 
through experiments, several states of facts concerning this being. The 
knowledge of these beings with regard to what concerns their consti-
tutive nature is typically a knowledge "from without." A such-being 
hidden in this way lacks real intelligibility, though it is certainly a true 
type, a genuine species. It lacks the character of intrinsic necessity and 
presupposes the real existence of the being in order to be a serious ob-
ject of our knowledge. Thus we see that neither the "face" of water or 
of gold, nor their constitutive such-being unity can be a basis for apri-
ori knowledge. 
     An analogous situation obtains for beings like an oak tree, a pine 
tree, a lion, a dog, and so on. It must, however, be stressed that the re-
lationship between a being's apparent unity, its "face," and its constitu-
tive such-being varies very much according to the nature of the being 
in question. The gap between the chemical formula of water and water 
itself, such as it presents itself to our immediate experience, is quite 
different from that between the appearance of a tree or an animal and 
the scientific notion of the respective species. In the case of inanimate, 
corporeal bodies, the difference between appearance unity and consti-
tutive such-being entitles us to speak of two completely different lev-
els, not to say different worlds. In the case of an animal or a plant, on 
the contrary, outer unity is closely linked to constitutive unity. Al-
though they do not coincide to such an extent that the naïve concept 
of these beings as grasped through their "appearance" unity in presci-
entific observations must not be corrected, they never lose their sig-
nificance for the constitutive being. Even in stating that the dolphin is 
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not a fish, but a mammal, it remains an essential feature of this animal 
that it lives in water, looks like a fish, and so on. 

All these important differences cannot be discussed here, as our in-
terest is exclusively focused on the difference between apriori and em-
pirical knowledge. We only want to state that the difference between 
"appearance" unity and the constitutive such-being is analogous, not 
univocal. 

The "face," or the appearance unity, plays a greater role for the spe-
cies of these beings and is in general a characteristic manifestation of 
their essence. In many other epistemological respects, moreover, the 
unity of essential structure involved here differs from that discovered 
in water and gold. Nonetheless, it shares the same contingent charac-
ter. 
     The outer, appearance unity of a lion or of a horse, which is at the 
basis of our naïve concept of them, is also the result of several observa-
tions. It is not intuitively given, as is the such-being of love or of jus-
tice. It has not the intelligibility which would enable us to draw out of 
it states of facts. Here, too, we can proceed only by observation. More-
over, the outer unity never informs us strictly about those features 
which belong necessarily to these species and those which are more or 
less accidental. It may be that in one case a color is typical for a spe-
cies, for instance lions; and in another case, for instance cats, no spe-
cific color is typical. Although we find that a certain color is typical for 
the species lion, it is always possible, in principle, that we may discover 
a lion which is black or white. Only experience, in the sense of obser-
vation, can decide whether or not a lion of another color de facto ex-
ists. And even if experience should never show us an existing lion 
which has a white color, we should not be entitled to say that a white 
lion is strictly impossible. For this type of such-being unity is neither 
intelligible nor necessary. When we ask what essentially belongs to 
this species – what characterizes it, we never aim at elements rooted 
with absolute necessity in the essence. The contingent character of this 
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such-being clearly discloses itself when we realize that "essential" here 
means what is de facto constitutive for a species, and not what is in-
trinsically necessary and what is absolutely to be included in the es-
sence in question. That a quality or property is "essential" to a 
such-being of this type ultimately rests on whether or not the indi-
viduals of the type exist in this manner, whether or not the property is 
supported by real concrete existence. All this applies equally to the 
constitutive such-being of the species, including those elements of a 
physiological and anatomical nature, which are accessible only 
through experiments and by the help of instruments. Afortiori, these 
elements are knowable only through empirical observation. The 
physiological, and anatomical aspects of a species have the contingent 
character of an outer, appearance unity and lack the full intelligibility 
of apriori states of facts. 
     Certain outer unities, however, may offer a still more meaningful 
essence than that of being simply the valid "face" of hidden constitu-
tive such-beings. Let us consider the appearances of gold, water, and 
lions from a different standpoint. We can say of a man that he is "like 
a lion." What we really do here is to focus on a certain appearance, 
which we may call "lion-ness." In the same way we can speak of "wa-
ter-ness" and of "gold-ness." In speaking in this way, we call attention 
to a kind of aesthetic essence which has meaning independently of the 
real beings possessing the character in question. We thus deal with a 
purely qualitative "essence." In the case of lion-ness, we refer to such 
aesthetic features as majestic strength, dignity, ferociousness. In the 
case of gold-ness, we point to radiant beauty, preciousness, and splen-
dor. In the case of water-ness, we refer to fleeting flexibility, to the re-
freshing character of water, to the purifying character of ablution, and 
so on. This aesthetic essence is indeed to be found in the appearances 
of water, gold, lions, and no doubt other beings. But in no way can we 
say that all contingent types possess this aesthetic essence. When it is 
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found, however, it has a more intuitive character and a higher intelli-
gibility than does the "face" of other objects.7

     But this aesthetic essence, which plays a predominant role in po-
etry, and is often at the basis of epitheta ornantia and comparisons in 
poetry, is in no way an object for science. As significant as it is in po-
etry, as precious as it is for characterizing the nature of certain things 
by an analogical use of these "aesthetic essences," it offers no key to an 
exploration of the real beings possessing this note. 
     In order to belong in reality to the species "lion," an animal need 
not possess this "aesthetic" quality of lion-ness. As a matter of fact, the 
female lion possesses it much less than the male. 
     Ice, though the same species as water, does not possess the aesthetic 
essence of "water-ness"; in fact, its aesthetic character is outspokenly 
different. These aesthetic essences, which play a great role in the 
beauty of nature, have an important and significant role in the real 
world. They do not, however, have the kind of intelligibility which 
would enable us to reach insights into necessary facts by contemplat-
ing them. We can, to be sure, draw characteristic features out of the 
aesthetic essence simply by focusing on it without any need for estab-
lishing empirical observations. Nevertheless, these aesthetic essences 
have a contingency which bars them from providing a basis for apriori 
knowledge. Our knowledge of the aesthetic essence has a "descriptive" 
character which, to some extent, is intelligible. Still it is a description, 
and not an "insight" into necessary states of facts. 
     Thus we see that the constitutive such-being of these genuine types 
as well as both their "face" and their aesthetic essences, though mean-
ingful and typical, bear the character of contingencies, of "inventions." 
Though certainly beyond the power of man, they are, as it were, in-

                                                           
7 Only those "faces" which have an aesthetic essence lend themselves to a kind of un-
derstanding which transcends mere description. But even this understanding is in no 
way an apriori knowledge 
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ventions of God. Because of this contingency, they in no way lend 
themselves to an apriori knowledge. 

C. Necessary Essential Unity 

     When, on the other hand, we deal with objects like a triangle, a per-
son, will, love, and so forth, we are confronted with a totally new and 
different type of unity. These objects bring us to the stage of necessary 
unity. It is sharply distinguished from the impoverished type of unity 
and also from the very meaningful but nevertheless contingent unity 
just discussed. It can be grasped clearly through a series of characteris-
tics. 
     Here the high point of inner consistency is reached. Here is the po-
lar opposite to a unity held together merely from "without." The essen-
tial, constitutive unity found here is not hidden, but is intuitively ac-
cessible. Yet it is not the such-being unity of an appearance, the mere 
outer appearance unity. It is the very constitutive essence of the object 
itself. 
     For example, the unity intuitively given to me when I contemplate 
the essence of red is not only the characteristic of the "face" of this be-
ing, or even a mere "aesthetic" essence. It is the constitutive essence of 
the quality red. The duality of "appearance-unity" and "constitutive 
unity" is canceled here. This cancellation is due, not to the fact that we 
deal here with a mere quality, but to the fact that red has a necessary 
unity.  This duality is also canceled when we contemplate the such-
being of a spiritual person. We can grasp that the being of a spiritual 
person is not extended in space and that the spiritual person alone can 
be the bearer of moral values. What we have before us when we un-
derstand these facts is the constitutive essence of the person itself. This 
is directly and intuitively accessible to us and we grasp it as a necessary 
unity. 
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In cases like these, it would be completely senseless to invoke the 
above-mentioned distinction between appearance-unity and constitu-
tive such-being and to pretend that a constitutive structure, hidden up 
to now, could be discovered which might contradict these truths. Here 
the constitutive such-being itself is not only not withdrawn from our 
immediate experience but is also intuitively given. 

An authentic genus or species is given in a unity of this kind. Not 
only is there no arbitrariness, but also the limits of the genus and spe-
cies are unequivocally given. The essence of red is clearly given in op-
position to all the nuances of red. The same is true of the essence of 
the triangle in opposition to all types of triangles, or of the living being 
in opposition to animals and plants. 

 When we think of the constitutive nature of a lion, the line which 
defines one specific kind from all the others is not unambiguous. It is 
unambiguous, however, in the case of the triangle or the color red. 
     When we deal with a necessary, such-being unity, we find that the 
difference between merely accidental elements and elements which are 
constitutive for the genus is unambiguously given. Whether the brown 
color and the mane are merely accidental elements, or whether, in-
stead, they are typical characteristics of a lion, can be apprehended 
only by experience, in the sense of a blunt observation and induction. 
Nor can the contemplation of the "appearance" unity of the lion teach 
me anything about it. But in the case of a single triangle, I can at once 
understand that the size of the triangle is not constitutive for the es-
sence, triangle. The size of a triangle is intuitively seen to be an acci-
dental element standing outside its necessary such-being unity. 
     Moreover, the authentic generic such-being offers itself to our 
minds completely by itself. We need only glance at an individual con-
crete example. We can "read the such-being" right off the object. In 
the case of meaningful but nonnecessary unities, we obtain the species 
by an abstraction and we gain a knowledge of the constitutive 
such-being through the observation of many single cases. On the 
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other hand, with respect to the necessary unities, the species stands 
out on its own. Far from being the result of combining several experi-
ences, far from being something "built up" by them, a generic feature 
of a necessary unity imposes itself as such upon our minds. The object 
alone is totally responsible for the generic character of the species       
     We must emphasize the fact that the necessary essence is given in 
its generic character when we perceive a concrete individual being 
possessing that essence. When we see a triangle for the first time, we 
grasp not only this concrete triangle, but also the genus "triangle." The 
necessary such-being in its generic character discloses itself intuitively 
in the concrete individual triangle which we perceive. This genus or 
species is not reached by abstraction, as in the case of morphic unities. 
No specific intellectual process on our part, comparable to the build-
ing up of a concept, is required to reach the generic. But thanks to the 
very nature of the necessary essence, the generic imposes itself on our 
mind when we perceive the concrete individual. The genus or species 
is given in the perception of the concrete being. 
     That the genus is given does not, of course, imply a philosophical 
prise de conscience of the nature of the genus. Nor does the awareness 
of it resulting from the perception suffice for grasping apriori facts 
which are rooted in it.8 But even when a philosophical prise de con-
science is present, it does not imply any abstraction, unless, of course, 
abstraction is defined to mean a focusing on the necessary essence and 
on the genus and species and a prescinding from all accidental fea-
tures of the concrete example. Only when abstraction is so defined can 
we speak of abstraction here. 
     This disclosure of the species and genus in the concrete being be-
longing to the species is a specific mark of necessary essences. The in-
telligibility of the species and genus implies here its manifestation in 

                                                           
8 This does not apply to the most general states of facts, such as "Something cannot be 
and not be simultaneously." In these cases, the naïve experience of a being allows us to 
grasp these general truths, albeit not philosophically. 
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the concrete individual being. Yet we must again stress that this ap-
prehension of the essence of the species and the genus is decidedly not 
equivalent to a philosophical prise de conscience of it and still less to a 
complete knowledge of it. 
 
     The disclosure of the species or genus in the perception of an indi-
vidual concrete being possessing a necessary unity is not only fully 
possible, but it is in fact the only possible way far us to be acquainted 
with the such-being of the species. We do not make the acquaintance 
of a species by perceiving it independently of a perception of a con-
crete individual example. It is true that in the case of a philosophical 
intellectual intuition, which patently presupposes that we are already 
acquainted with a species through the perception of an individual ex-
ample belonging to this species, we can delve directly into the species 
without considering the concrete individual. In this case the focusing 
on a concrete example has a different, rather auxiliary role. 
     Plato, who in his Meno discovered the difference between apriori 
and empirical knowledge, did not grasp this fact. He takes it for 
granted that the species of a triangle does not disclose itself when we 
focus on a concrete individual triangle. He therefore postulated an 
immediate intuition of the species in a previous existence, an intuition 
in which no individual example of this species intervenes. 
     Instead of seeing that in the case of these necessary essences, the 
species intuitively discloses itself in the perception of the individual 
example, Plato reduces the role of the perception of the concrete indi-
vidual to that of merely evoking in us a memory of the previous, pure 
intuition. This error, of course, goes hand in hand with Plato's failure 
to grasp that the difference between apriori and empirical knowledge 
is rooted in the such-being of the object. 
     We must now consider another feature of these necessary essential 
unities and establish the following thesis: It is essential for this kind of 
unity that we deal with a "potent" such-being, that with respect to its 
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content it stands completely on its own feet, and that it does not cease 
to remain a thoroughly serious object for our knowledge even on the 
assumption that there exists no actual object of this kind. As a matter 
of fact, these classical necessary unities are so potent that in a certain 
sense they are, even if no examples of their kind happen to exist. We 
cannot banish a genuine eidos into the kingdom of fantasy, fiction, 
hallucination, or dreams. In whatever way these unities disclose them-
selves to our mind, they stand to such an extent on their own feet, 
thanks to an inner potency and the plenitude of their necessary mean-
ingfulness, that the complete autonomy of their being is untouchable. 
For their full validity, they require the support neither of presence in 
an existing object nor of being thought of by us. They alone possess an 
ideal existence in the full sense, a kind of existence which they possess 
by reason of the solidity and necessity of their such-being. They can-
not be touched by any relativity in the act in which they become pre-
sent to us. 
     These "necessary" intelligible unities are so filled with ratio and 
with intelligibility that their objective validity no longer depends upon 
the act in which we grasp them. We saw before that if in a dream the 
such-being of a triangle, of red, or of willing were clearly and un-
equivocally given to me, the essence itself would not be merely 
dreamed. Although an essence, a such-being, comes in a dream, it has 
meaning of itself and thus in no way would it be discredited. On the 
other hand, if we should dream of a certain metal unknown to per-
ception, or of a new kind of beetle, the dream index would touch not 
only the existence of these contents but also their such-being. The 
such-being also would be simply a dreamed-of content. For this rea-
son it would forfeit all serious knowledge interest. But in the case of 
such-beings possessing a necessary unity, the dream index is com-
pletely external to them and cannot rob them of their validity and 
meaningfulness. 
     We must now advance still further. With respect to the evident 
states of fact, which are necessarily rooted in these essences, any pos-

 167



sibility of an invalidation through a distortion, or insufficiency of our 
mind, is excluded. Here it would be senseless to say, "Perhaps all these 
states of facts are not valid, perhaps the insight that moral values pre-
suppose a personal being as bearer is only due to a distortion of our 
intellect, such as craziness or idiocy." 
     Nor would it make any sense to apply the Cartesian doubt to the 
insight into the fact that "Something cannot be and not be simultane-
ously," or "Responsibility presupposes freedom." For the luminous in-
telligibility and rationality of such insights precisely proves that we are 
neither crazy nor idiots. Indeed the extreme form of insanity would be 
to affirm that dogs are just, or that stones are charitable, or that Mars 
both exists and does not exist. 
     We do not mean, of course, that the capacity to have these insights 
into necessary facts excludes any kind of distortion of mind, or guar-
antees mental sanity. We mean only that in the accomplishing of these 
insights, any distortion of a person's mind cannot manifest itself. He 
may be affected by a distortion of mind with respect to other things. 
But when he accomplishes these insights, to this extent at least is he 
sane, for the very lucidity and rationality of these facts exclude any 
negative influence of a distorted mind on them. 
     We are playing with words if we assume that the insight into the 
fact that "Something cannot be and not be simultaneously," or that 
"Moral values presuppose a person," could be the result of a distortion 
of our mind. When we prescind from the luminous intelligibility of 
these apriori truths, as we do in the fiction that they might be the re-
sults of a distorted mind, then the very notion of "distortion of mind" 
loses all sense. 
     The unities in which these necessary states of facts are grounded 
stand entirely on their own feet. All attempts to make these insights 
relative are dashed to pieces by the meaningfulness and power of the 
such-being in which they are rooted. If they are unequivocally and 
clearly given, they do not need any criterion for the integrity of the act 
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that grasps them, but, on the contrary, they themselves justify the 
grasping act as not contaminated by error. 
     These necessary unities are the only genuine "essences." They are 
the "Ideas" toward which Plato primarily aimed in his discovery of the 
world of Ideas. They are the original source of all ratio, the highpoint 
of intelligibility. With respect to them our mind is in a unique posi-
tion. 
     We saw that these necessary and highly intelligible essences exclude 
any assumption that they are mere fictions or illusions. Even if we 
suspend the question as to whether any just man truly exists, the es-
sence of justice clearly excludes the possibility that it is a mere fiction 
or illusion. It could never be the mere product of a human mind. 
     It is in any case something objective, possessing an autonomy of 
being. It is. We have only to compare it with the such-being of a horse 
or a mountain in order to grasp the "ideal existence" which justice as 
such possesses, independently of its concrete realization in a man, an 
ideal existence which the such-being of a subspecies of beetles, for ex-
ample, in no way possesses. 

 The very fact of this "ideal existence" reveals itself especially when 
we consider that all the states of facts rooted necessarily in these es-
sences are an eminent object of synthetic propositions, full of pleni-
tude and importance. The most classical domain of truth comprises 
the propositions referring to these necessary states of facts, to these 
eternal verities. 

 As we shall see later on, these eternal verities apply to all possible 
reality and thus contain a fundamental insight into reality. When we 
grasp the full validity of these states of facts, their intrinsic impact and 
import, then we understand that it is impossible to deny the "ideal ex-
istence" of these beings. 

 The fact that we have not yet a metaphysical place at hand in which 
to locate these necessary such-beings does not permit us to deny the 
ideal existence which justice, love, the number 3, color, etc., clearly re-
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veal as their property. By screaming in horror "That is Platonism!" in-
stead of admitting, free from any prejudice, an unambiguously given 
feature, we act like Procrustes who cut off the feet of men because they 
did not fit into the bed he had made. 

 Instead of accepting a fact such as it is, independently of all ques-
tions concerning the difficult problems which may arise from this fact, 
one feels entitled to discard the fact. 
     We, on the contrary, must accept the difficult problem imposed by 
this undeniable feature of beings which possess a necessary and highly 
intelligible essence, the feature, namely, of "ideal" existence. And start-
ing with this very feature which is given to us as an undeniable reality, 
we must analyze its metaphysical implications. A serious analysis of 
these necessary essences may bring us to the knowledge that they exist 
in God in a way different from the divine "inventions," as we called the 
morphic unities, the meaningful yet contingent types. Without 
broaching metaphysical problems in this epistemological context, we 
may still hint at the fact that this "existence" in God obviously can 
have many different meanings, according to the necessary essence in 
question. 

 In the case of being, truth, justice, charity (love), we can say that 
God embodies these "essences" in the sense that He Himself is abso-
lute Being, Truth, Justice, Infinite Charity; whereas in the case of nec-
essary essences like the number 3, or the color red, existence in God 
has a completely different meaning. 

 In speaking of "ideal existence" we must, however, make still an-
other fundamental distinction. We find necessary intelligible unities 
not only among beings which have a real individual existence, or 
which could really exist, but also among those entities which by their 
very nature cannot form a part of the real world in the full sense of the 
word. I am thinking of entities like the proposition and the concept, 
entities which have been called entia rationis, "beings of the mind." A 
proposition definitely has a true necessary essence, and all states of 
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facts rooted in the nature of propositions are necessary and intelligi-
ble, and can be grasped with absolute certainty. Logic deals with the 
nature of propositions, and the kind of knowledge in question is in-
dubitably apriori. 
     On the other hand, the entity, "proposition," is of such a nature that 
we can never predicate real existence of it in the full sense. Concerning 
this entity we can never raise the question which we can raise con-
cerning a person, a house, an animal, love, justice, and so on, the ques-
tion, namely: "Can it be found in the real world?" "Does there exist a 
real person?" "Does a just act ever take place?" "Can we find true love 
in existing men?" A similar question would make no sense in the case 
of a concept or a proposition. We can only ask: "Are the concepts ade-
quate or the propositions true?" We cannot ask whether they are to be 
found in reality or not. But, on the other hand, they are certainly 
something. They are a serious object of knowledge and clearly differ 
from fictions like a centaur or a nymph. 

 Patently we are here thinking of the entity, "proposition," which 
consists of a subject, a predicate, and a copula, and not of acts of judg-
ing, in which these propositions are formulated and uttered. The acts 
of judging are, of course, beings which claim a full individual real exis-
tence. Yet, judgments, in the sense of propositions, must be radically 
distinguished from these acts of judging. Again, with respect to propo-
sitions, we encounter the attempt to escape from the problem con-
cerning the kind of being of these entities. Either they are confused 
with acts of judging, or they are reduced to a mere combination of 
words, whereby again words are interpreted in a completely nominal-
istic manner. In either case, the problem of the kind of existence these 
things have has been evaded. 

 We prescind of course from the "escapism" accomplished by the 
famous "nothing but" formula. We are interested in the real nature of 
entities like propositions and concepts. They have a "necessary" intel-
ligible essence and are serious objects for our apriori knowledge; they 
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are excluded, however, from individual existence in the real world. In 
attributing "ideal" existence to them, we may refer either to their char-
acter of intrinsic necessity which separates them from all mere fictions 
or illusions, or to the fact that such beings are excluded from reality, 
and are incompatible with full, real existence. 
     Clearly the two meanings of ideal existence are different. In one 
sense it refers to a special kind of perfection and, in the other sense, to 
an imperfection, an ontological "thinness." We want to retain the first 
meaning in our analysis. Thus, when we study the relation between 
ideal existence and real existence, we mean to use "ideal existence" in 
the sense of a specific perfection of a being possessing a necessary 
unity, and not in the privative sense of essentially not-real entities. 
     It would, however, be a complete misunderstanding to believe that, 
by admitting the ideal existence of these necessary and highly intelli-
gible essences, one is led to posit a kind of "two-world" system, one of 
real individual existents, and the other of "ideal" existents. The link be-
tween individual, real existents and these realities which possess, 
thanks to their necessary essence, an "ideal existence," is a very deep 
and close one. 
     We do not intend to broach the entire problem of the relation be-
tween this "ideal existence" and "concrete individual existence." Still 
less do we intend here to offer a solution to this extremely difficult and 
mysterious problem. We only want to add some hints which may in-
sure a more precise formulation of this problem and a sharper appre-
ciation of its complexity. 
     First, we have to realize that any question about the real existence 
of a being involves, on our part, an understanding of the kind of exis-
tence which the essence in question "calls for." 
     We have already mentioned entities, such as propositions or con-
cepts, which by their very nature can never become real in the full 
sense. These important entities, of which we predicate truth and fal-
sity, have exclusively an "ideal existence" in the privative sense of this 
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term. We thus can prescind from them in this context because the 
question of real existence does not even pose itself. 
     In the case of numbers, however, such as two or three, we are con-
fronted with entities which are in no way excluded from the real 
world. Certainly we do not find them as we do substances such as a 
piece of matter, or a plant, or an animal, or certain accidents, such as a 
movement of a corporeal body or a quality pertaining to it. Neverthe-
less, when I state that two and not three persons are in my room, I re-
fer to a concrete real fact. Without attempting to analyze the kind of 
reality numbers have, we can state that they enter in a specific way 
into the real world, although they do not have the kind of reality pos-
sessed by substances and by many accidents. 
     Colors present us with still another and different type of real exis-
tence. First of all, they can assume a full individual existence as quali-
ties of corporeal things. Whether or not the things possess the quality 
of being colored independently of our mind is not decisive here. In 
any case, the colors assume an individual concrete existence as real as-
pects of these things.9 If, however, the object having a red color exists 
only in an hallucination of which we are victims, evidently the color 
red would not have the same real existence as it has in objectively exis-
tent things. 

However, even the hallucinated color would not sink to the same 
level of nonexistence as that of a merely hallucinated house. For the 
house claims to have a fuller existence in the exterior world than does 
the color, and thus the gap between the real house and the merely hal-
lucinated one is much greater than in the case of the color. But on the 
other hand, the color red, because of its "ideal existence," retains still a 
higher reality even if it is merely hallucinated. Because of the necessary 
intelligible unity of red, the "being-perceived" means here another de-
gree of reality than in the case of the house. For the "reality" of an hal-

                                                           
9 In our next chapter, we shall deal in detail with the reality of this aspect. 
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lucinated house is the void and minimal existence of something 
merely "perceived." Closely linked to this feature of ideal existence 
possessed by colors is the fact that there are many gradations between 
the two extremes of the existence of the color as a property of a corpo-
real thing and as an hallucinated color. We need only think of the fact 
that a green mountain seen from afar presents us with a blue color. 
Again, objects assume different colors in a certain light, e.g., the rosy 
color of a cloud at sunset. Or again under the influence of certain 
drugs, we might "see" yellow. In every case the color itself is something 
serious, something definitely "there," although in each case it has a dif-
ferent kind of foothold in reality. 
     There is again another existence in question when we inquire about 
the reality of moral values. Here the "ideal existence" already implies a 
full reality. The truth of the statement, "There is an objective moral 
good and evil," is fully verified by the "ideal existence" of moral values. 
The ideal existence of moral values is certainly of an incomparably 
greater weight and impact than that of colors. The validity of moral 
values already guarantees their full metaphysical impact. They are for 
that reason the true and real norm for judging personal attitudes. We 
have already mentioned that this "ideal existence" entitles us to speak 
of a real existence in God. 
     The "ideal existence" of moral values implies also that they belong 
to certain attitudes to such an extent that, with the reality of these atti-
tudes, they too will become realized in an individual concrete case. 
Their "ideal existence" provides, as it were, for their place in the con-
crete individual existing world, as values embodied in certain acts. 
     When a morally good act takes place in this world, something new 
takes place with respect to all those kinds of "reaching down" into real-
ity credited to things having an ideal existence. The real existence of a 
moral value is obviously a completely new stage, for it implies that a 
moral good has been concretely realized. But it is nonetheless secon-
dary when compared with the reality which the moral values already 
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possess thanks to their ideal existence. The metaphysical role and 
fathomless reality of moral values are not increased by this concrete 
realization, as important and decisive as this realization may be from 
other points of view. The "oughtness" proper to moral values reveals 
their deep significance for reality. The fact that human attitudes 
should be morally good shows that the reality of moral values is guar-
anteed by their "ideal existence." 
     We are confronted with still another situation concerning real exis-
tence when we think of entities possessing a necessary essence like 
person, willing, love, or contrition. The real existence of person im-
plies that a concrete individual person exists, or has once existed. Here 
the fullest type of existence is in question and the difference between 
"ideal existence" and real individual existence is the most outspoken 
and far reaching. 

 The same applies analogously to personal acts such as love, will, 
knowledge, contrition. Real individual existence implies that these acts 
have really taken place in individual persons. A clearly marked gap 
separates their ideal from their real existence. After this brief sketch of 
the different types of real existences which are at stake according to 
the nature of the being in question, we want briefly to indicate how 
the respective real existences manifest themselves from a philosophi-
cal point of view. 

 In the case of numbers, no special manifestation of their role for 
the real world is needed. They intervene everywhere: two perceptions, 
two trees, two headaches, two paintings, and so on. The thought of 
any real world in which numbers would have no place, or to which 
they would not apply, is obviously an impossible fiction. 

 Color manifests its real existence in every perception of the colored 
world surrounding us. Colors have a different kind of real existence 
than do numbers, so that we are here in another situation. For the 
ideal existence of colors does not guarantee their role in the real exist-
ing world, as it does for numbers. 
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 But, as we saw above, the very fact that the exterior world presents 
itself to us as colored guarantees the real existence of colors. Whether 
or not the color is a property of corporeal things, independent of our 
minds, does not affect its real existence, as long as it is the real aspect 
of the exterior world.10 We saw above that even the mere "be-
ing-perceived" assumes in color another dignity and objectivity, be-
cause of its ideal existence.  
     We have already mentioned the way in which moral values mani-
fest their reality, how their ideal existence as norms for the validity of 
moral actions implies a certain real existence. 
     The specific realization of a moral value in a concrete act of an in-
dividual person manifests itself only empirically in the concrete per-
ception of such an act. My certainty that a moral value has been real-
ized depends upon my certainty of the reality of the act as an act and 
its specific nature. Thus, the question here no longer concerns the 
manifestation of the realization of a moral value, but the manifestation 
of a human act in its specific nature, an act of love or contrition. In 
short, that contrition is morally good is absolutely certain. But that I 
have here and now witnessed a genuine act of contrition this alone is 
open to question and doubt in any concrete case. 
     When we turn to the real existence of persons, an incomparably 
fuller and more authentic existence, the problem of reality receives 
unique support from another source. We said before that here the gap 
between "ideal existence" and real existence is most outspoken and 
far-reaching. For this reason we may know that the essence of a per-
son is so potent that it rules out the possibility that this essence is a 
mere illusion or fiction, such as a centaur or a nymph. But this knowl-
edge does not offer us any guarantee of the concrete existence of an 
individual person. 

                                                           
10 We shall discuss the objectivity of aspects in the next chapter. 

 176



     Nevertheless, in the case of the reality of a person, we are in a 
unique epistemological position because of the fundamental fact re-
ferred to by both the Augustinian "Si fallor, sum" and the Cartesian 
"Cogito, ergo sum." 
     The absolute certainty with which we grasp here the real existence 
of our own person, the fact that every possible error and deception 
necessarily presuppose this real existence and affirm it as indubitably 
certain, gives a unique position to the knowledge of the existence of a 
person, a knowledge of a full, metaphysical, objective existence 
     Thus in this unique case of the person, the intrinsic necessity and 
intelligibility of the essence, which is the basis for all apriori knowl-
edge concerning the person, converges with an absolute certainty 
about the real individual existence. 
     After these hints concerning the relation between ideal existence 
and real existence, we must emphasize the fact that these essences, so 
powerful that they do not need the support of existence in order to 
distinguish them from mere inventions of fantasy, have a unique reign 
over existing things. Their relation to existing things exceeds by far 
that of the merely "possible" thing. When its such-being is not nonsen-
sical or self-contradictory, when, therefore, it is not essentially ex-
cluded from the world of real things, then an object is said to be possi-
ble. A such-being of this kind, insofar as it simply grants a possibility 
for existing, need not be necessary. It can, in fact, be even impover-
ished in meaning and even purely accidental. Its relation to existing 
things, moreover, is only negatively defined. It implies that a possible 
instance of this such-being is not excluded from the world of real 
things. Necessary and essential unities, on the other hand, not only are 
not excluded from the existing world but also stand in a more positive 
relation to it. We might say that they are basic classic components of 
the existing world. Nothing arbitrary, nothing accidental is found in 
the concrete existence of their respective objects insofar as the es-
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sence-kernel is concerned. They are, as it were, in a classical way, des-
tined to become real. 
     On the one hand, it is totally inadequate, as we saw above, to clas-
sify as mere "possibles" those beings possessing a necessary intelligible 
such-being; on the other hand, this inadequate term, "possible," un-
doubtedly hints at an important fact. It expresses, though insuffi-
ciently, the classical meaningful relation which these beings have to 
real existence, independently of whether or not they actually have 
been realized. The import of "ideal existence" and its deep link to real 
existence are hidden in this term. This dawns on us when we realize 
that metaphysics is defined as the philosophy of real being, both pos-
sible and actually existing. The term "possible" obviously does not re-
fer here to beings which simply are not excluded from being. No, the 
possible which is here taken as part of reality, and as such a topic of 
metaphysics, obviously includes something deeper than flying oxen or 
golden mountains. Whether or not an object possesses dignity enough 
to be a topic for metaphysics depends, not on its being a "possible 
thing" in the sense of the not-impossible in principle, but on the deep 
inner direction toward real existence. Only this notion of possible jus-
tifies our calling possible things a part of reality, together with indi-
vidually existing things. 
     It must, however, be emphasized that on no account may we con-
strue this to mean that the real existence of these objects is itself 
grounded in a necessary such-being. There is no essentially necessary 
real existence present in these cases. Their real existence remains con-
tingent in contrast to their ideal existence. A necessary real existence is 
present only in the case of the absolute being, namely, God. Even here, 
however, we are unable to know the real existence from the essence of 
God alone. 
     Let us now summarize the different stages of such-being unity and 
inquire into the consequences these stages have for the knowledge of 
the difference between apriori and empirical knowledge. 
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     In the world of objects known to us we find a large gradation in the 
meaning of various such-beings, beginning with the purely accidental 
and impoverished, then those unities which, although meaningful, are 
yet contingent, all the way to the necessary and essential unities. Not 
every object has a necessary and highly intelligible unity, and even 
some objects which do have a necessary unity are not immediately and 
intuitively accessible to us. Here lies the decisive line dividing apriori 
from empirical knowledge. Insofar as we deal with impoverished ob-
jects, an essential and general knowledge is impossible. At most they 
form the object of a purely empirical description. Insofar as we deal 
with objects having a meaningful but not a necessary unity, especially 
those whose constitutive such-being unity is partly hidden, as in the 
case of different kinds of material things or single species of animals 
and plants, these objects are accessible only through empirical knowl-
edge, in the sense of observation and induction. On the other hand, 
insofar as we deal with objects having a necessary and concretely and 
intuitively revealed unity of essence, we deal with objects that are ac-
cessible through apriori knowledge. That is to say, we are able to un-
derstand apriori truths as being necessarily grounded in them. By this 
we do not mean to say that whatever is knowable in them is of an ap-
riori nature. In short, we do not say that whatever is characteristic of 
them can be understood as necessarily grounded in their essence. 
Above all, the knowledge of the real existence of these objects is very 
definitely empirical. But also of an empirical character are those vari-
ous laws which deal with the genesis and "natural history" of an object 
endowed with a true essence. In short, everything which can be rightly 
predicated of such an object without being rooted in its essence is of 
an empirical nature. Such empirical knowledge includes, for example, 
all the psychophysical laws of human beings. It is true, of course, that 
in being a spiritual person, man possesses a necessary essence which 
can be intuitively grasped and in which we can understand apriori es-
sence-relations as necessarily grounded in the essence. The proposi-
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tion, "No willing without understanding," is an example of such a nec-
essary essence-relation. 
     Thus we see that the possibility of apriori knowledge, that is, abso-
lutely certain knowledge of essentially necessary states of facts, is 
grounded in the type of such-beings of certain objects. It is grounded 
in an object's constitutive unity which has been intuitively revealed to 
our mind. We understand that apriori knowledge cannot be ade-
quately or correctly conceived, as Husserl believed, by saying that it 
results simply from looking at the such-being of any object and brack-
eting its real existence. Husserl's method leads to an insight into abso-
lutely necessary and intelligible facts only when we deal with certain 
kinds of objects, namely, those which intuitively reveal to us an essen-
tial unity that is necessary and possesses high intelligibility. That 
which irrevocably divides apriori from empirical knowledge is de-
pendent upon the essentially profound difference in the objects them-
selves, the difference, namely, between objects which possess an intui-
tively revealed, intelligibly necessary unity, and others possessing ei-
ther a contingent but meaningful unity or even a merely accidental 
such-being unity that is impoverished in meaning. For essentially nec-
essary states of facts are grounded only in the necessary and highly in-
telligible unities. The necessity of the such-being is presupposed 
whenever the members of a state of facts are joined by a necessary 
link. When we deal with objects having meaningful but contingent 
unities, the states of facts grounded in these unities can bear at most 
the character of contingent necessity. Moreover, only in the case of in-
tuitively revealed, necessary, and highly intelligible unities is the nec-
essary grounding of states of facts in the essence given to our minds. 
When, however, we deal with unities that can be known only "from 
without," by a detour, when we deal with meaningful but partly hid-
den and contingent constitutive unities, we can never grasp the 
grounding of laws of nature in the such-being unity. Only in our 
knowledge of objects, whose highly intelligible, necessary essence can 
be seized intuitively, are we independent of experience in the nar-
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rower sense, that is, of blunt observation and induction. With regard 
to these objects we are in the unique position of being able to under-
stand with absolute certitude, without recourse to observation and in-
duction, the states of facts which are necessarily grounded in their es-
sence. Each essence, furthermore, can be grasped as the necessary 
ground of other states of facts which belong to the necessary unity. 
     Thus independence of experience in the broad sense, that is, in the 
sense of an experience of such-being, is by no means required, as we 
will now see even more clearly, for the knowledge of the apriori. Nor 
is it required that there be apriori knowledge only of objects which are 
presuppositions for the possibility of experience, whether in a broad 
or narrow sense. 
     Apriori knowledge bears upon states of facts which possess two 
characteristics. First, they are necessarily grounded in a necessary 
such-being unity; second, they can be understood by us with absolute 
certainty, either through the intuitive givenness of the necessary 
such-being unity or through a deductive inference from a directly un-
derstood necessary state of facts. 
     The possibility of apriori knowledge, therefore, is provided by ob-
jects having a necessary essence which can be intuitively seized. 
Hence, it follows that the circumference of apriori knowledge is much 
larger than it is often thought to be. Apriori knowledge is not only 
possible, it is also the only possible and suitable knowledge, not simply 
in the fields of mathematics and logic but also in metaphysics, espe-
cially the ontology of the person, in ethics, aesthetics, and many other 
areas of human knowledge. Here the facts, propositions, and relations 
which are thematic are all of an apriori nature. 
     It follows, from what we have said above, that the attempt to ex-
plain the difference between apriori and empirical knowledge by the 
degree of abstraction reached cannot be accepted as satisfactory. 
     It is true that in ascending to a much higher genus, we can reach an 
intelligible and necessary essence which offers us the possibility of an 
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apriori knowledge. When facing a mouse, we prescind from the spe-
cies "mouse," as well as from the genus "mammal," and focus only on 
its being a living substance; we certainly reach a necessary and intelli-
gible such-being then. The same applies to every individual substance 
when we abstract from its species, as an oak, or as a silver fox, etc., and 
focus exclusively on its character as a "substance" or even only as a 
"being." 
     But it would nevertheless be wrong to believe that the intelligible, 
necessary character is only to be found in the most general genera or 
even transcendentals. We saw above that not only has color such a 
necessary such-being, but even that the different species of color, such 
as red, blue, yellow, have this. We also saw that not only values in gen-
eral have a necessary, highly intelligible such-being, but also moral 
values as such and even also justice, humility, generosity. We saw that 
not only the person has such a necessary such-being unity, not only 
the genus, personal act, but also something much more concrete, such 
as the species of willing, love, contrition, and so on. 
     This fact clearly proves that the necessity and intelligibility of the 
objects which enable us to attain an apriori knowledge are not de-
pendent upon the degree of generality of a genus. Nor are they the re-
sult of the degree of generality of a genus. 
     It is not thanks to the degree of abstraction that we reach a neces-
sary and highly intelligible object. Rather, the difference between a 
merely morphic unity and a necessary, highly intelligible unity is 
rooted in the very nature of a being. The difference between apriori 
and empirical knowledge depends upon the intrinsic nature of an es-
sence, a such-being, be it species, genus, or a transcendental, and not 
upon the degree of generality or abstraction, for example, the third 
degree of abstraction. 
     The question might arise: with regard to the limits of apriori 
knowledge, how can we know whether or not we are dealing with an 
object having a necessary such-being capable of being grasped intui-
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tively? What criterion is present? We answer that the criterion pre-
sents itself when we contemplate the such-being of an object. We do 
not need here a specific mark prior to and external to the object. If an 
object's essential and necessary unity can be seen intuitively, we can, 
by focusing on its such-being, understand essentially and with com-
plete certainty that we are dealing with a being of supreme intelligibil-
ity and unity. This is an elementary characteristic of this kind of ob-
ject. Errors here are possible, to be sure, but to be safe from these er-
rors, we do not require an external criterion. The character of a neces-
sary, intelligible unity is its own criterion, and is unambiguously given 
to the degree that we fully grasp the such-being of the object. Our un-
derstanding of it goes hand in hand with our fully focusing on this 
such-being. 

4. Epistemological characteristics of genuine essences which 
can be grasped intuitively 

     There is thus a great division among objects, a division ultimately 
based upon the fact that some objects have an essentially necessary 
and highly intelligible unity which can be intuitively grasped. This di-
vision is completely sui generis. It must not be confused with other cri-
teria affecting ontological dignity. It has, for instance, no relation to 
the difference between substance and accident. 
     There are both substances and accidents whose such-being is nec-
essary, highly intelligible, and open to intuitive insights, whereas other 
substances and accidents do not possess such unity. For example, the 
substance human person has a necessary, such-being unity, whereas 
the substance dog does not. In short, the ontological difference be-
tween substance and accident is not only distinct from our difference 
between necessary unity and contingent unity, but it is also independ-
ent of it. 
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     What is more, we may not take the difference in question here and 
rank it with a region of being. The vital world is a higher region of be-
ing than the world of mere material things, and the personal world is 
higher than the merely vital world. These ontological differences in 
rank or dignity of being are independent of the question that asks 
whether or not we are dealing with objects having a highly intelligible, 
necessary essence capable of being grasped intuitively. 
     Thus, the such-beings of triangle and the color red, which belong to 
the material world in the broad sense, are necessary and intelligible 
unities. Weariness and blood circulation, although they belong to a 
higher region of being, possess meaningful unity, to be sure, but a 
unity that is merely contingent, not necessary. 
     This great division between the apriori and the empirical is a result 
of the totally unique element in the condition of objects. This classical 
reality of the eidos, this inner power of certain such-beings, which is 
significant for necessary and essential unities, crosses other funda-
mentally important differences among objects. Whether or not a cer-
tain object has a genuine essence, an eidos, cannot, therefore, be de-
duced from the presence or absence of other fundamental perfections 
of being. Nor should we be puzzled when we find that some objects 
contain an intuitively intelligible and necessary unity despite the fact 
that in other respects they stand ontologically on a lower stage than 
objects which do not reveal any eidos to our minds. The perfection 
embodied in the necessary essence is ontologically only one among 
several decisively important ones. In relation to our knowledge, how-
ever, and especially to the degree of certainty of our knowledge, it is a 
very decisive one. Necessary essences possess a meaningfulness which 
makes them the source of all ratio and elevates them to being a unique 
counterpart to the grasping mind. With these necessary essences we 
reach the most privileged situation for our mind. The intuitive and ab-
solutely certain insight into necessary and highly intelligible facts is 
indeed a priceless "banquet" for our intellect. 
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     It is especially important that we do not confuse the intelligibility of 
these intuitively revealed necessary unities with the "transparency" 
that lies in the possibility of a concept to be defined. 

 When, for example, we answer the question "What is four?" with 
"Four is one plus one plus one plus one," we break down this essence 
into its components in a peculiar manner. We must fully distinguish 
the intelligibility proper to the necessary essences as such from this 
singular transparency possessed by certain such-beings, which allows 
them to be broken down and reduced to other known things and, 
conversely, to be synthesized again from the components. The distinc-
tion becomes still clearer when we think of cases wherein the defini-
tion does not even touch the nerve of the such-being but simply picks 
out essential characteristics of the object, as when we say, "Man is a 
rational living being." This definition, although it is only of essential 
characteristics, yet seems to claim to give a breakdown of man's au-
thentic such-being, his innermost essence. 

 If an object can be broken down and if its real essence can be repre-
sented by a formula, then the object possesses a special rational clarity. 
But this is not at all identical with the intelligibility of essences. It 
represents only one form of an intellectual penetration. Many neces-
sary essences, however, because they are strictly original data, are not 
reducible to other known components. Hence, with respect to them, 
the form of intellectual penetration present in objects of rational clar-
ity is not even possible. What is more, this particular form in no way 
represents the climax of intellectual penetration. 
     Above all, this transparency is not at all required to make apriori 
knowledge possible. Many necessary essences stand in their fullness 
before our minds and are grasped as things which cannot be broken 
down or reduced in any way. Such, for example, are the color red, the 
essences of love, space, time, and so forth. Here intelligibility means a 
unique "meaning-fullness" which renders it possible for our minds to 
grasp the object "from within." Here there is a case of intelligere, in the 
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strict sense of intus legere intima rei.11 When we put these necessary 
essences before our mental eye so that they are able to unfold them-
selves in an intuitive plenitude, then we are certainly far removed 
from the thin transparency which is broken down in a definition. 
     This is likewise true when it is essentially possible to break down an 
essence into a definition. For to be able to say that four is one plus one 
plus one plus one, we must have had the essence of four intuitively ac-
cessible to us. It is indeed the original givenness of the essence of four 
which makes possible the insight into the fact that four is one plus one 
plus one plus one. This intuitive accessibility of the essence and its 
special intelligibility, both of them necessary presuppositions for apri-
ori knowledge, are distinctly different from the transparency of the 
definition inasmuch as the possibility of obtaining a genuine essential 
definition, in contrast to a mere descriptive definition, already pre-
supposes on its part the givenness of the essence. 
     This accessibility of necessary essences, as opposed to the hidden-
ness of the constitutive such-being unities, or the mere descriptive 
givenness of the appearance unities, does not mean that we "know" 
these essences without further exploration. Focusing, for example, on 
the essence of person enables us to understand with absolute certainty 
a state of facts necessarily grounded in it even though the essence of 
person has a mysterious depth and is anything but transparent. 
     The path to the more profound and inner penetration into the es-
sence goes beyond the insight into the state of facts necessarily 
grounded in it. The further we come, the more the essence discloses 
itself to us. Here we must pay attention to two things. First, in the 
givenness present in the fruitful, intuitive contact with the object, 
which forms the starting point for all further insights into the essential 

                                                           
11 Even if this etymology of St. Thomas Aquinas is questionable with respect to the 
language, the word yet represents a grasping of the object in a classically basic and 
decisive sense. 
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facts related to the essence, the essence is revealed in a way which dif-
fers completely from the "transparency" of an essence that makes it 
possible for us to define the object. We should fall into a vicious circle, 
and, indeed, put the cart before the horse, if we first demanded the 
kind of knowledge of an essence which can be projected into a defini-
tion in order to acquire insights into the state of facts in question. 
This, of course, is what actually happens in the case of tautological 
propositions. Here an essence is circumscribed in the sense of break-
ing it down by a definition. Then the predicate simply repeats the state 
of facts which was the ground of the definition in the first place. Sec-
ond, if we should know every state of fact pertinent to an essence, the 
disclosure of the essence itself would be completely different from the 
transparency which provided the basis for definition. To appreciate 
this fact we must understand that most essences are basic and primal 
data. This means that we must perceive each essence if we are to know 
it. We cannot deduce it from other data. All essences which are indeed 
primal in this sense are, therefore, something more than a "sum of 
properties." For this reason they can never be dissolved into a mere 
sum of characteristics, into a unity made up of transparent and defin-
able parts. Out of the knowledge of all necessary states of facts 
grounded in an essence, a light flows and illumines the essence itself 
and reveals it to our minds. But this light does not dissolve the neces-
sary and essential unity into components in such a way that a defini-
tion cast from these components could replace the intuitive grasp of 
the essence. 
     There is yet another possible misunderstanding which we must 
eliminate. In our elaboration of the specific character of apriori in-
sights, we have always chosen as examples self-evident and readily ac-
knowledged facts, such as, "Something cannot be and not be simulta-
neously"; "Moral values presuppose a person as bearer"; "Colors pre-
suppose extension"; and so on. We must now insist, however, that ap-
riori knowledge is not at all restricted to facts like these, which are so 
self-evident that the very first glance suffices to allow us to grasp their 
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truth. We have chosen such facts as examples because they make it 
easier for us to grasp the character of apriori knowledge in contrast to 
empirical knowledge. But to say that knowledge is apriori is not to say 
that it is obvious at first sight. These two expressions are by no means 
synonymous. Philosophy, especially, must not be restricted to those 
facts which are self-evident at first sight. 
     We have already mentioned the difference between philosophical 
and scientific discoveries. Philosophical discovery often consists in a 
prise de conscience, an acute and fully conscious awareness of facts 
which are presupposed and thus in some way known in our lived con-
tact with being. Such is the principle of noncontradiction, the princi-
ples of efficient and final causality, the laws of the syllogism, and many 
others. 
     The way in which certain things are presupposed and in some way 
known varies greatly according to the nature of the being and fact in 
question. We presuppose, though in a way different from our presup-
posing efficient causality, the fact that moral values cannot be attrib-
uted to impersonal beings. We would be shocked if someone were to 
speak of an innocent stone, a just tree, or a generous cat. Again in a 
different way, the difference between generosity and purity is familiar 
to us. We would, for instance, not attribute purity to someone because 
he readily gives part of his income to help a friend, but we would at-
tribute generosity to him. 
     But a great abyss yawns between naïve awareness, even in its most 
conscious form, such as in the case of the principle of noncontradic-
tion, and the philosophical prise de conscience of these facts. 
     It would be a naïve, not to say a silly error, to believe that philoso-
phical statements of the kind, for instance, found in Aristotle's Or-
ganon, are not real discoveries. It was a great philosophical deed to ac-
complish this philosophical prise de conscience and to place, as it were, 
these facts on a pedestal where they shine forth in their self-evidence. 
The fact that now, after such a philosophical deed has been accom-
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plished, after the principles of logic have been drawn up into the re-
gion of full light, they are self-evident at first sight must not let us 
minimize the philosophical accomplishment. Aristotle's discoveries in 
logic are no minor conquests. A prise de conscience with respect to 
things we take most for granted in our life experience is often espe-
cially difficult. The "distance" from objects, which is indispensable for 
a philosophical prise de conscience, is difficult to achieve in these cases. 
The objects are literally too near to us to be seen clearly. 
     But what has to be stressed is that in most cases the apriori state of 
facts can only be reached by delving deeply into the being in question, 
after a long and difficult philosophical analysis. We shall examine the 
nature of this philosophical delving later on when we deal with the 
method of philosophy. Here it is sufficient to stress that many neces-
sary and intelligible facts which philosophy lays bare through an apri-
ori knowledge do not necessarily have this character of self-evidence. 
The fact that love is a value response, essentially implying an intentio 
unionis and an intentio benevolentiae, and the fact that there is a dif-
ference between the imago Dei and the similitudo Dei are all apriori 
facts and typical topics of philosophy. They have not, however, the 
obvious character of "Two plus two equals four" or "Moral values pre-
suppose a person." Certainly a philosopher should lay bare his results 
in such a way that they become either evident or strictly proved by de-
duction. But this evidence, which makes it possible for an intellectual 
intuition to grasp apriori facts with absolute certainty, often presup-
poses, on the part of the reader or learner in philosophy, another phi-
losophical gift and another degree of co-operation than does the un-
derstanding of specifically obvious facts such as: "Moral values pre-
suppose a person." 

 The very problem we are dealing with here, the nature of apriori 
knowledge, is an example of those philosophical topics which, al-
though ultimately evident, are by no means easy to explore and obvi-
ous at first sight. 
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 Finally, we may not equate the formal rationality of the deductive 
conclusion with the unique and lucid intelligibility of the necessary 
essences, although the latter causes the intuitive insight into these es-
sences to be a primal source of ratio. 

 The kind of knowledge wherein we understand that, because of 
such and such a reason, something else has to be, in short, the "con-
cluding" of something from certain premises, appeals to many people 
as the climax of intelligibility and rationality. As soon as they come to 
a state of facts which cannot be deduced from others, they are con-
vinced that this is less luminous and intelligible. This is a great error. 
     Here, one form of intelligibility and rationality is confused with in-
telligibility and rationality as such. This one form is thought to be the 
only contrasting alternative to blunt observation, to the impoverished 
intelligibility of the mere fact. Completely overlooked is the essentially 
deeper well of intelligibility and rationality. With respect to intelligi-
bility and rationality, the deepest and most decisive difference exists 
between a directly understandable state of facts that cannot be de-
duced from anything else and the mere observation of an actual fact. 
Examples of the first are: "Moral values cannot be attributed to an im-
personal being"; "Being and not-being exclude each other"; "In order 
to unfold their being existentially, colors require extension"; and 
"Every value demands an adequate response on the part of the person 
to whom it is revealed." Examples of the mere observations are: "Here 
stands a tree" or "Today the sun is shining." When we deal with mere 
facts we bump something head on, as it were. Our mind falls bluntly 
on something external over which it cannot go. On the other hand, 
when we deal with necessary unities which cannot be deduced from 
anything else, we deeply penetrate the object with our mind. The unity 
discloses itself in a luminous manner. It becomes evident. We intuit it. 
This is the pole diametrically opposite to the mere observation of an 
actual fact. It is the insight that something is necessarily grounded in 
an intuitively graspable essence. The two really opposite poles of all 
our knowledge lie in mere observation and in the direct grasping of an 
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ultimate, necessary unity. The latter is much closer to the source of all 
ratio than is any deduction. Indeed, we can directly understand the 
intelligibility of the springs that feed all deductive reasoning, for they 
are the nondeducible essential principles of logic. The real strictness of 
a deduction depends, moreover, on the essential necessity of the 
premises and, therefore, on the element which is given in the highest 
potency in the case of the essential facts which cannot be deduced 
from anything else. Intelligibility and rationality par excellence are to 
be found not only in the direct knowledge of a necessary state of facts, 
but also in the wedding of our mind with the object. This takes place 
in the intuitive "having" of the necessary essence, whether it happens 
in the very beginning of the essence-analysis or comes only after we 
have known all the essential truths grounded in the essence. For this 
"having" is not a dark and hidden affair. It is, rather, the most enlight-
ened intellectual penetration into the heart of the object. When the 
analysis begins, it is present in its budding state and, when it ends, in 
its full unfolding. 
     It is well here to pause and realize a supremely important fruit of 
our analysis of apriori knowledge. In pointing to the fact of apriori 
knowledge and in proving that man has a capacity to attain absolutely 
certain insights into essentially necessary and highly intelligible states 
of facts, we have dealt the death blow to all shapes and kinds of subjec-
tive idealism. For in each of our apriori insights we definitely and un-
doubtedly transcend the frame of any "relation" to our own mind. In 
this kind of knowledge we touch a fully autonomous being. We are 
admitted to the world of full objectivity and objective validity. The ab-
solutely certain insights into necessary essences which are bathed in a 
luminous intelligibility are the blows that topple all relativistic theories 
of knowledge. They once and for all refute the thesis which would im-
prison our knowledge in the realm of our own mind, which claims 
that we can never transcend its relativity, and that we are forever cut 
off from a knowledge of something fully objective and completely in-
dependent of our mind. Our knowledge of apriori truths is the real 
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Archimedean point for the evaluation of our knowledge as a whole. 
Apriori knowledge is the basis which no methodic doubt can shake. It 
is a serene, eternal gate which bars for all time every form of skepti-
cism, subjectivism, relativism and subjective idealism. The force of ap-
riori knowledge even precedes the si fallor, sum and its heavy armor. 
Thus, idealism is first refuted by the fact of apriori knowledge. The 
second blow is struck by the arguments of St. Augustine and Des-
cartes: even the fact of my erring in all things is certain proof that I ex-
ist. This refutes idealism insofar as it tries to bar us from knowledge of 
real concrete existents. 

5. The object of philosophy 

Returning to our starting point, we can now determine the object of 
philosophy. 
1. Philosophy deals almost exclusively with apriori knowledge. It aims 
at a knowledge taken in the sense of the enlightened penetration of the 
object from within, which is possible only in the case of contents 
whose luminously intelligible essences can be seen intuitively. The 
proper domain of philosophy is, therefore, that of penetration into 
necessary essences and the knowledge of essentially necessary and ab-
solutely certain states of facts. 
2. The realm of philosophy, nevertheless, is not coextensive with the 
realm of the apriori in general. For there are apriori states of facts 
which lie outside of the object-domain of philosophy. Conversely, 
there are objects of philosophy which lie outside the territory of the 
apriori. 
 
     An example of the first case is given by mathematics. Such apriori 
truths as "Two times two equals four," and the Pythagorean theorem 
are not objects of philosophy. Examples for the second case are found 
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in questions inquiring about the real existence of the outer world, the 
teleological order in the outer world, or, most important of all, the ex-
istence of God. 
     The realm of the apriori is not coextensive with that of philosophy, 
because there are still constitutive characteristics that determine 
whether or not something belongs to the object-territory of philoso-
phy. One of these characteristics hinges on the specific type of intelli-
gibility which an essence possesses. 
     Our concern up to now has been with the type of essence de-
manded by apriori knowledge. We had asked ourselves what kind of 
being possessed a such-being which could be the object of apriori 
knowledge. We therefore enumerated various examples which fully 
met the requirements of apriori objects since they all possessed a nec-
essary, highly intelligible, such-being unity. Moral values, truth, 
knowledge, willing, a triangle, the number two, color in general, the 
color red: all of these were seen to be possible objects of apriori 
knowledge. When we listed these essences, we meant to point to a dif-
ference among all the such-beings given in experience and to show 
that some of them, namely, the necessary unities, afforded us the op-
portunity for an absolutely certain grasp of states of facts rooted in 
them, whereas others, the morphic unities for example, like gold, dia-
mond, water, and so forth, afforded us no such opportunity. 
With these morphic unities we have to be content with only highly 
probable "laws" of nature. 
     We now want to sift the realm of apriori objects and to point to 
outstanding differences within this realm. One such difference con-
cerns the intelligibility of objects. The intelligibility which a number 
possesses, for example, differs from that of a color. Numbers are much 
"thinner" in their essence. They have a kind of linear essence. They are 
much more abstract, and their intelligibility is also affected by this 
character, for it has a specifically transparent nature. The way in 
which facts such as two and two equal four are rooted in the nature of 
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two and four is a specifically formal one. To see it requires no delving 
into the nature of the numbers in question. In truth, these essences are 
too thin to allow us the opportunity of delving into them. When we 
consider numbers added to numbers, or numbers otherwise related to 
other numbers, we are always confronted with this inevitable thinness 
which numbers possess as essences. When, however, the question 
shifts from the mere immanent relations among numbers themselves 
to the inquiry into the nature of numbers as such, a new depth is pos-
sible. Thus, the philosophical question: "What is a number?" offers a 
real opportunity for delving into a quite mysterious essence. This phi-
losophical question is completely different from the mathematical 
question which asks, "What is the sum of two and five?" or "Is it possi-
ble to find the exact square root of the number three?" 
     Numbers, as employed by mathematicians, have a specific rational 
intelligibility, a transparence which leaves no room for mystery. Fur-
thermore, their abstract character excludes any kind of knowledge 
other than an apriori one. Hence, arithmetic has no empirical charac-
teristics. 
     Totally different from numbers are the essences of color in general 
and the color red. Red has neither the abstract, formal character of 
numbers nor the thinness of essence. It has a qualitative plenitude. It 
is, therefore, not simply linear like numbers. Still, it is limited, as it 
were, to but two dimensions. It has not the transparent intelligibility 
of numbers and lends itself to very few apriori insights. It leaves room, 
moreover, for many empirical statements about its nature. Thus colors 
are objects both for science with its empirical observations and for 
philosophy with its apriori insights. 
     When we turn from numbers and colors to entities such as person, 
love, will, justice, efficient causality, final causality, promising, and so 
on, we clearly see that these entities are completely different from col-
ors and numbers by reason of their three-dimensional fullness and 
their depth. Many differences are to be found among these entities 
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themselves. Still, all of them have in common a depth and plenitude 
which clearly distinguishes them from the type of unity to be found in 
colors and numbers. 
     Apart from both their ontological superiority and their superiority 
in value, these necessary unities possess still another advantage, this 
time from the epistemological point of view. Their intelligibility is nei-
ther thin and transparent, such as we find in numbers, nor 
two-dimensional like that of colors. Rather, it combines a mysterious 
depth with an incomparably richer and more meaningful intelligibil-
ity. Here the depth of the object offers us the possibility of delving into 
it, of drawing from it necessary and essential states of facts, of tapping 
its plenitude again and again and always being rewarded with new and 
richer insights. And as far as the knowing subject is concerned, some-
thing completely new in the way of understanding and penetration is 
reached thanks to our concerting with these incomparably more 
meaningful objects, that embody in a matchless way the luminous ra-
tionality of the logos in question. 
     Let us summarize our results. States of facts which are grasped as 
rooted in the essence of a number or a color are similar to states of 
facts rooted in necessary unities, such as love or person, insofar as 
both are intrinsically necessary and can be grasped with absolute cer-
tainty. In their intelligibility, however, they differ. Though they all 
possess an intelligibility, absent in the morphic unities like gold, water, 
and carbon which is the presupposition for a "grasping from within," 
and therefore the presupposition for apriori knowledge, nevertheless 
the intelligibility of the fact, "Moral values presuppose a person," dif-
fers from that of the fact, "Two added to two is four," in respect to 
depth, plenitude, and type of rational lucidity. Again, the former fact 
about moral values is easily seen to differ from a state of facts such as: 
"In the order of similarity orange lies between red and yellow." There 
is a difference here of depth and rational lucidity. 
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 As soon as we mention the differences to be found among apriori 
objects with respect to their kind of intelligibility, we realize a sobering 
fact. There is a vast field here which remains to be explored philoso-
phically. There are countless problems which have not yet received 
any attention, much less the minute analysis they deserve. Once the 
frontiers of intelligibility have been marked off by the all-important 
and clear-cut distinction between the morphic unities and the neces-
sary essences, once we have achieved the separation of empirical from 
apriori knowledge, then we are ready to advance into this new field 
and to make the decisive and important distinctions within the 
framework of the necessary essences themselves. To think of the mag-
nitude of this projected task is to realize how much philosophy (I 
mean, true and adequate philosophy) is still only at the threshold of 
many fields of exploration. 
     Another characteristic that determines whether or not something 
belongs to the province of philosophy revolves around a certain essen-
tial significance and central importance to be found in the contents of 
some objects. Philosophy is interested only in those objects which in 
their essence stand somehow in every deep relation to the focus of re-
ality. This relation can be manifold. 
     It can originate in the stage of generality of the object in question, 
or in the essential importance which is structurally grounded in the 
object and which links it to the focal point of reality. For example, the 
essence of number in general and the states of facts necessarily 
grounded in this general essence pertain to philosophy. The essence, 
however, of the number four or twelve; as well as the facts necessarily 
grounded in their specific essence, do not pertain to philosophy. 
Again, the essence of space, together with the facts necessarily 
grounded in space as such, is indeed an object for philosophy al-
though the essence of single spatial entities, e.g., triangle, is not. Thus, 
ontology embraces all spheres of being in which a necessary unity is to 
be found, but only on a high level of generality. 
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     The relation to the central point of reality can also be given by rea-
son of the depth of content and qualitative meaningfulness of the ob-
ject under consideration. This happens in the fields of ethics and aes-
thetics and in the philosophy of the person, among others. To the ter-
ritory of philosophy belong also the most concrete essences that may 
be found in these fields, as well as the essential facts necessarily 
grounded in them. Hence to philosophy belong the essences of faith-
fulness, joy, the tragic, and so on. For in these fields the theme is 
qualitatively so important that a relation to the central focus of reality 
is possessed not only by the high stage of generality and its structural 
import, but also by every intuitively graspable and necessary essence. 
     With respect to these two kinds of objects which, for very different 
reasons, are related to the focus of reality, philosophy is interested 
only in what is essentially rooted in necessary, essential unities and 
thus makes apriori knowledge possible. For only these elements in the 
object possess essential import and are intrinsically united with the 
focus of the cosmos. There are, to be sure, empirical questions which 
we may ask about objects of apriori knowledge. For example, the na-
ture of lying is certainly an object of apriori knowledge. But the influ-
ence of lying on the body, which is disclosed by the lie detector, is pat-
ently of an empirical nature. These empirical questions and the facts 
that answer them lack the prerequisites mentioned above to become 
objects for philosophy. 
3. Philosophy, however, intends not only to know centrally important 
objects, but also to know them in a centrally significant manner. But 
only apriori knowledge can grant this kind of knowledge-contact to-
ward which, as we have already seen, philosophical knowledge tends. 
 
 
     It would be of no avail to philosophy if the knowledge which it in-
tends should proceed from without, detouring around centrally im-
portant objects, as the empirical sciences are forced to do in their ob-
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servation and induction. Philosophy intends to know the essences of 
its objects. It means to penetrate these essences from within. For this 
reason also, with respect to these objects, philosophy is limited solely 
to those things which can be known in an apriori manner. 
     But because philosophy is so concerned with apriori knowledge of 
necessary and intelligible essences, we are not allowed to claim that it 
has no interest in real, concrete existence. On the contrary, several key 
questions about real existence are eminently philosophical topics. 
First, philosophy analyzes the knowledge that man has of really exist-
ing things and inquires about the degree of certitude which this 
knowledge can attain. The si fallor, sum of St. Augustine, as well as the 
cogito, ergo sum of Descartes, are both eminently philosophical truths, 
or rather, both are expressions of one completely philosophical truth: 
the concrete fact, known with absolute certainty, of the thinker's real 
existence. Because this truth concerns real existence, there is no rea-
son to claim it is an "empirical" statement.  
     No, it is at once highly philosophical and still concerned with real, 
concrete existence. Again, the question, "Can we doubt the real exis-
tence of the exterior world?" is a philosophical question. 
     So too is the question which asks whether we can reach an adequate 
knowledge of the world. It is, therefore, a philosophical question to 
inquire whether Kant is right when he claims that we cannot know 
"things-as-they-really-are-in-themselves." 
     Though all these questions concern existence, which cannot itself 
be known apriori, philosophy nonetheless proceeds to answer them by 
means of apriori facts, and not by any empirical or inductive method. 
It does not use experiments or induction in trying to answer the ques-
tion of the real existence of the exterior world. Indeed, what possible 
experiment, what possible "scientific" apparatus, what possible series 
of observations and inductions could throw any light on this ques-

 198



tion?12 In all such questions about real existence, philosophy proceeds 
as in the case of the si fallor, sum. Philosophy shows by means of an 
apriori insight that the fact of our own existence can never be dragged 
down into the whirl of dethronement which threatens the content of 
all our other knowledge of real existence. Whatever may be the chance 
of error or deception, I am still absolutely certain of my own real exis-
tence - my fully real existence. I am absolutely certain that the same 
"thing" which may possibly doubt the existence of all other beings ap-
parently present to consciousness is a person who knows that his own 
existence as a full fact is not a whit shaken by the possibility of error 
and deception. My confidence is based on the truth that the real 
metaphysical existence of a personal being is always presupposed and 
always affirmed anew, even when this being worries about the possi-
bility of error or deception. 
     This is without doubt an insight into a necessary and highly intelli-
gible, as well as absolutely certain, fact. Once we delve into this fact, 
we grasp it as self-evident. We do not proceed by observation and in-
duction in order to discover its truth. Nor do we need any confirma-
tion and verification through new experiences to establish its truth. It 
would be shamefully ridiculous to assert: "In all cases so far examined, 
it has been observed that doubt and worry about deception have al-
ways existed in the consciousness of an existing personal being; it is 
therefore so far verified, and consequently highly probable from a sci-
entific standpoint, that whenever doubt exists, a really existing and 
conscious person is also to be found." This is the mock "scientific" lan-
guage of the pseudo philosophers, the men whom we mentioned in 
our introduction, the men who are so enamored of the method of sci-
ence that they declare as meaningless anything not susceptible to em-
pirical experiment and blunt observation. 

                                                           
12 Realizing that no scientific experiment can solve such questions, logical positivism 
dismisses them as "meaningless" - a rather convenient way to dispose of many serious 
problems not susceptible to empirical analysis. 
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 Hence, philosophical insight, not blunt observation, brings to light 
the essential and intelligible relation between the possibility of decep-
tion and the certainty of a person's existence, that is, the relation 
which allows me to draw a necessary implication from the possibility 
of deception. Also philosophical is the full and intuitive grasp of the 
reality of the ego - as self-conscious subject of doubts, desires, 
will-acts, loves, sorrows, joys, and memories. The question of the real 
existence of the exterior world is also answered by philosophical 
knowledge and never by any blunt induction or observation. And 
above all, the supreme question of all real existence, the question as to 
whether or not an infinite Person exists who is the ground and source 
of all existence and all essence, the question of God's existence, which 
is the very climax of all philosophical inquiry, is answered by philoso-
phical knowledge and not by empirical or inductive knowledge. 
     In all such cases we always aim at insight into essential facts. Even 
when, in a special case, we are forced to admit that no absolute cer-
tainty but only a high probability can be found, this admission is the 
result of an insight into the epistemological character of the object. 
     The knowledge of real existence, as discussed above, even though it 
is not apriori, is likewise not empirical in the ordinary sense.13 The 
method of the traditional and classical proofs for God's existence, es-
pecially the cosmological proof, is not empirical in the sense of induc-
tion. To be sure, we require as our starting point the observation of an 
actually existing being. Some finite being must be observed as existing. 
But the inference to God's existence, in the cosmological proof, is 
based on the essential relation which every finite being has to the 
ground and reason for its existence. Since the stating of any finite rea-

                                                           
13 In the case of our knowledge of God, we are concerned with something that cannot 
be known apriori only with respect to us. In itself the existence of God is not contin-
gent, but, on the contrary, is essentially necessary. To use the classical terminology, 
quoad nos, the existence of God is contingent in the sense that it has to be reached 
through the knowledge of an existing finite being; quoad se, it is absolutely necessary. 
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son only postpones the problem, the positing of an infinite, extra-
mundane being is strictly necessary. The conclusion from the exis-
tence of a finite being to the existence of an infinite being is, therefore, 
not of an inductive nature. It does not proceed from many observa-
tions. Nor is it marked by the essential gap which, as we saw before, 
every inductive conclusion possesses. It is a strict conclusion, without 
a gap. The argument rises to its conclusion because of an apriori and 
essential relation. It proceeds from the general essence of a being that 
has been observed to be an existing being. It proceeds from the es-
sence and is, therefore, a knowledge "from within" and not, as in the 
case of a real induction, a knowledge "from without," based on the 
empirical characteristics of many cases. Only the first premise, the ac-
tual existence of a finite being, is empirical in the sense of being some-
thing observed. It is not, however, simply one common or ordinary 
observation among others. Rather, it is concerned with the prime 
question of the actual existence of something in general. If for this first 
premise we make use of the actual existence of our own selves, as 
given in the cogito, then even our first premise is an absolutely certain 
observation, and our knowledge of the Absolute Being reaches the 
same knowledge dignity as do apriori states of facts, at least with re-
spect to the degree of certainty. 
     There is yet one more point to consider about the object of phi-
losophy. Philosophy may make use of scientific, empirical results for 
the analysis of certain problems, such as the relation between soul and 
body, between the brain and the mind, and even indirectly for the 
problem of the immortality of the soul. Bergson's extraordinary analy-
sis of memory was based on a series of thorough and minute empirical 
observations and resulted in many important distinctions concerning 
the general topic of memory. But even here it is not simply an empiri-
cal knowledge in the ordinary sense. The empirical observations here 
are not a starting point for inductions. Rather, a specifically philoso-
phical knowledge begins with the interpretation of these empirical ob-
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servations, an interpretation which again makes use of apriori insights 
and proceeds by way of a distinctly philosophical speculation. 
     Philosophy is also forced to make use of hypotheses from time to 
time. None of these hypotheses has the character of apriori knowl-
edge. Yet they are certainly not empirical either, although they may be 
based on empirical statements. The real reason why these hypotheses 
are nonempirical, however, is that they are speculations – instead of 
being intuitive insights into necessary and intelligible states of facts. 
Not every philosophical problem can be answered by an apriori in-
sight. Sometimes the fact which philosophy searches for is not accessi-
ble to an intuitive delving into the essence of the things in question. 
Even if the fact as such is necessarily rooted in the essence, it may be 
that the essence is not accessible to our mind. In all such cases, phi-
losophy will not be able to reach an absolutely certain answer but 
must content itself with highly plausible and adequate hypotheses. 
     Let us not be deceived about these problems which refuse to yield 
absolutely certain insights to answer our philosophical inquiries. The 
fact that no apriori insight is granted to us concerning these problems, 
some of them very fundamental and vital, does not eliminate them 
from the realm of philosophy. Still less does it transfer them to sci-
ence's domain. Let us take, for example, the classical problem, so thor-
oughly discussed in the seventeenth century, about the relation be-
tween soul and body. How does extended matter act on the soul, 
which has no extension? How (can we – O.H.) explain the fact that a 
spiritual, nonextended reality, such as my willing to raise my arm, can 
influence the world of extended things and actually cause my arm to 
be raised? Apriori knowledge is impossible here. We are granted no 
intuitive insight into the relation between soul and body. But the 
problem remains in philosophy. This problem and all similar ones are 
eminently philosophical because of their content. Although they are 
not open to apriori solutions, still less are they fit objects for scientific 
research. In short, their non-apriori nature does not make them em-
pirical. We cannot attain to apriori answers because these questions 
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concern things of which we do not even have a such-being experience. 
They are beyond experience and bear the character of opaque myster-
ies. 
     So we see how, without prejudice to their distinction, apriori 
knowledge and philosophical knowledge are deeply connected with 
each other. We see that a knowledge of the nature of philosophy, its 
object, its kind of knowledge and type of inquiring, is impossible 
without a thorough clarification of the essence of apriori knowledge, 
which we have sketched here in its broad outlines.  
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V. OBJECTIVITY AND INDEPENDENCE 

 We have seen that man is capable of an objectively valid knowl-
edge, that he can grasp with an absolute certainty a truth which is in 
no way relative to his mind. We saw that the highly intelligible and ab-
solutely necessary unities, the genuine essences, are objective in the 
fullest sense. Their objectivity implies an absolute independence from 
our mind, not only from my individual mind, but also from man's 
mind in general. We saw that these essences are in no way relative to 
man's mind. 

 The question however arises: Does validity in all cases require the 
same independence from the subject? If a proposition requires a full 
independence from man's mind in order to be objectively true, we 
may ask ourselves if this is also required for every aspect. 
     When we say that a world of real beings objectively exists, that it 
includes houses, the soil, animals, other persons, we of course imply 
independence from man's mind. When we claim the objective exis-
tence of an animal or another person, we mean that these things exist 
autonomously, whether we know of them or not. In these cases, objec-
tivity necessarily implies full independence from our mind. If a tree or 
dog should exist only for an individual consciousness, in a dream or 
an illusion, we would deny it any objectivity and consider it as com-
pletely "subjective" – which in this case means "without foundation in 
objective reality." Again, on the supposition that all objects are "phe-
nomena" in Kant's sense, that is, they are "appearances" relative, not to 
this or that individual mind, but to the mind of man in general, even 
on this supposition, we should deny a full objectivity to such a world 
of objects. 
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     Granted, therefore, that in all the cases discussed above objectivity 
means a full independence from man's mind, the question remains: Is 
this independence required for the objectivity of all data? Would a 
thing become nonobjective for the reason that it in some way depends 
on the mind of man? If a certain aspect of a real thing presupposes a 
human mind, must we say that this aspect is "subjective" in the sense 
that it has no validity and no foundation in reality? 
     Let us take a concrete case. We often speak of things as being above 
or below other things. Science tells us that if we prescind from a hu-
man mind there really is no such reality as "above" or "below." Hence 
we ask: If we grant that the notions of above and below presuppose a 
human mind in order to have meaning, must we claim that these no-
tions are merely subjective? Are they semblances which pretend to be 
valid, like dreams, but are not? Or again, assume that colors constitute 
themselves only for a human mind and that independently of a hu-
man mind and without the co-operation of human senses only vibra-
tions would exist, must we say that colors are no longer objective and 
valid and must we relegate all the colors to the level of a mere sem-
blance? 
     Before we begin to analyze this problem we must, however, clarify 
the term "subjective" and unearth several equivocations buried in it. 
Several meanings of the term "subjective" and its correlative "objec-
tive" exist, and these are often indiscriminately used, to the prejudice 
of clarity and truth. 
     To be subjective may mean, first of all, to pertain to the personal 
world, as opposed to the impersonal world; it would mean something 
belonging to the personal subject of knowing, willing, loving, and so 
forth. In this sense everything which is a real "part" of a person may be 
called "subjective." An act of knowledge, an act of will, an act of love or 
joy are all subjective in this sense; a rock or a tree would not be subjec-
tive in the same sense. But let it be clearly marked and known: the acts 
of knowing, love, and so forth are fully objective realities. They are at 
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least as "real" as a stone or a tree. Thus the term "subjective" refers to 
the ontological feature of being a "subject," a person, and not to the 
epistemological feature of being an appearance for a subject.1

     That a being is subjective in this first sense evidently implies noth-
ing pejorative or restrictive, no lesser degree of validity, no inferiority 
to the contrasted nonpersonal beings which in this context are called 
"objective." We may go still further and say that these subjective be-
ings, these personal entities, are superior in being to the objective, 
nonpersonal beings. They possess a higher being and are even more 
"real." When subjective is used in this ontological sense of personal, it 
clearly escapes all the suspicions attaching to the epistemological use 
of the term. Unfortunately, this has not always been clearly under-
stood. For many people, even for certain philosophers, the term "sub-
jective," even when it refers to such objective realities as acts of will 
and joy or the person himself, connotes something less real, some-
thing more suspicious, something which exists only in the "mind" of a 
person -a mere reality in mente. 
     That the term "subjective" should have this unfortunate connota-
tion rests at bottom on the confusion between the ontological and the 
epistemological sense of the term. We may say that the house I 
dreamed about existed only in the mind, that it is a reality in mente; 
this means that a real house does not exist but only pretended to exist 
in the dream. We may also say that my joy or sorrow or love is a real-
ity in mente. But by this we by no means intend to say that the joy only 
pretends to exist, that it is a fiction, like the house I dreamed about. 
Ontologically speaking, houses are destined to be "extramental" reali-
ties – to exist independent of my mind. When an allegedly existing 
house has no objective existence in this sense, we rightly say its pres-
ence is "subjective" – that is, due to the activity of the subject. Here 

                                                           
1 The very term "subjective" is unfortunate because of its inevitable epistemological 
flavor; on the other hand, the term "subjectivity" is much clearer and unambiguous 
and is easily understood as referring to the person as subject.  
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subjective refers to the suspicious epistemological dignity of some-
thing not truly real. The case is quite different with joy, willing, know-
ing, and all acts and parts of the person. These realities, when they are 
accomplished, are real "parts" of the ontological reality, the person. 
They are destined to be conscious beings whenever they exist. To call 
them subjective in the pejorative epistemological sense, to cast suspi-
cion on them as if they were not fully "real," as if they were like the 
house we dreamed about, is clearly to confuse their ontological status 
as real parts of a subject with the abovementioned epistemological de-
ception. 
     There is a slogan as well known as it is unfortunate, which abruptly 
dismisses all personal data like joy, conviction, love, and so forth. This 
slogan runs: "These things are merely psychological and no longer 
metaphysical." Away then with love and conviction and other such 
suspicious realities! Let us stick to the more "real," more "metaphysi-
cal" realities like the motion of a stone, the matter of a pear, the poten-
tial being of an oak tree in an acorn. This sad misunderstanding of 
personal realities is based on the pejorative meaning of the term "sub-
jective," which leads one to look upon personal acts as embodying 
lower degrees of being than a movement in the cosmos. Let us once 
and for all state here and clearly grasp that if the term "objective" indi-
cates the dignity and rank of reality, then such "subjective" realities as 
personal acts, joy, love, conviction, faith, and knowledge are fully ob-
jective realities, and are more "metaphysical" than stones and events in 
the material cosmos. 
     There is a second meaning of subjective to which we must now at-
tend. It too concerns human acts, but in a completely different way. 
Suppose a man judges a poem and finds fault with it exclusively be-
cause the poet is his rival. We should call this judgment "subjective," 
meaning that it is determined by the personal prejudice of the judge, 
not by the objective theme, by the objective reality. The judge has al-
lowed something alien to the object to interfere with his judgment of 
it. All prejudices are subjective in this sense. Again, if a man fails to 
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promote a very gifted employee because of a personal grudge, we say 
that his attitude is typically unobjective: it is not based on objective 
grounds, namely, the merits and qualification of the employee. Here 
the term "subjective" implies something blameworthy. It is therefore 
synonymous with such pejorative terms as nonobjective, inadequate, 
prejudiced, nonvalid. 
     There is yet a third meaning of subjective which, like the second, is 
a pejorative one. It refers to a kind of egocentric self-reflection. An in-
trovert, a person who is always centered around himself, who lacks 
any real interest for anything on the object side, whether it be persons, 
nature, art, or science, may be termed "subjective" in this third sense. 
The term refers to a certain perversion or unhealthy distortion in a 
person's life.2

     So far we have discussed three meanings of the term "subjective." 
Each was concerned with acts or attitudes of the person. There are 
three additional meanings which concern, not the acts of the person, 
but rather the content of a person's knowledge, the existence of an ob-
ject of our knowledge, or the validity of our knowledge. Let us exam-
ine these three new meanings one at a time. 
     The house that we grasp in an hallucination or a dream is subjec-
tive in this new, fourth sense. For instead of existing in reality, it is an 
illusion that exists only in the mind of the subject, the knower. 
Whereas it pretends to exist as a real object in the real world, its entire 
reality is simply to be the object of a grasping. It is a mere semblance, a 
"subjective" thing, therefore, because it does not stand in the world of 
real objects. Here "subjective" points to the nonreality of the object, to 
the contradiction between what it claims to be and what it really is, 

                                                           
2 We prescind here from the perversion of human acts and attitudes which is meant 
when we refer to a sham joy, a sham enthusiasm, a love that rings false, etc. These are 
the perversions typical of hysterical people. The invalidity and sham reality of these 
acts is adequately indicated by the term "ungenuine or "intrinsically false." To call 
such perversions "subjective" is therefore an unwarranted extension of the latter term. 
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and to the invalidity of the knowledge or other act whose object it is. 
Here too "subjective" means that the object is relative to my individual 
mind at a given moment. 
     When "subjective" is used to refer to the relativity of an object to 
the mind of man in general and at all times, as distinct from relativity 
to an individual mind at a given moment, we have a still new sense, 
the fifth, for the term. It is in this sense that knowledge is subjective 
for Kant. The full objective reality, the so-called "noumenon," the ob-
ject as it really exists in itself, is inaccessible to us, according to Kant. 
All our knowledge is limited to phenomena, to things insofar as they 
appear to the mind of men. For Kant the world which experience of-
fers is, in all its articulation and form, a product of man's mind. 
Hence, it follows that the validity of all the "truth" we can attain is rela-
tive to that mind, not to the mind of this or that individual at a given 
time, but to the mind of man as such – to all men at all time. This is 
idealistic subjectivity and is the fifth meaning for the tern "subjective." 
It clearly differs from the fourth meaning which refers to things that 
are mere semblances. Within the framework of this idealistic subjec-
tivism, the difference between a mere hallucination and a genuine 
perception keeps its full place. So too the difference between a merely 
"subjective" view of an individual and a generally valid truth. The dif-
ference between a true and a false statement also retains its full mean-
ing in this idealistic scheme, although all true statements are true only 
for man's mind. 
     But what has no place in the idealistic scheme is the absolute truth, 
a proposition which would be true, equally true, and true in the same 
sense, whether or not the human mind exists. For idealism, the propo-
sition refers to objects which would be different as soon as we pre-
scind from man's mind; moreover, in its very validity the proposition 
is relative to a human mind – to the way men are constructed as op-
posed to other beings who might be knowers. From this it follows that 
all metaphysical facts are inaccessible to our mind. Man cannot attain 
eternal verities in the Augustinian sense. Idealism of this kind has, 
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therefore, by reason of its doctrine of "subjective" validity, a restrictive 
and negative character. Even so, its meaning for "subjective" is not at 
all the same as the fourth meaning – that of a mere semblance. 
     The sixth and final meaning of "subjective" refers to what is the 
topic of this chapter, the fact, namely, that the co-operation of a hu-
man mind is presupposed for certain data, such as the notions of 
"above" and "below." This co-operation refers only to an aspect or ap-
pearance of certain objects in the exterior, extended world. These as-
pects constitute themselves only for a human mind and are, therefore, 
in some sense subjective; for they cannot be regarded as properties of 
beings independent of the human mind. Because this meaning of the 
term "subjective" involves the question of how the aspects "actually 
are," it rightly includes an epistemological feature.3

     In this chapter we simply want to ask: Is this type of dependence 
upon man's mind incompatible with objective validity? Must we say 
that colors, that notions like above and below, are "subjective" in the 
sense of "nonobjective" semblances, or in the sense of "relative to 
man's mind"? Shall we say that the blue color of the sky is only a mere 
semblance, a kind of optical deception? Shall we thereby deny it any 
objectivity and validity? Human experience offers us as aspects of the 
exterior world a universe of colorful, sounding, odorous things. Is this 

                                                           
3  We prescind here from the extremely important meaning of "subjective" as referring 
to all the realities which are constituted for an individual person. The value which an 
object has for us because we received it from a beloved one is, on the one hand, com-
pletely valid, but, on the other hand, this value exists only for me, and not as such, in-
dependently of the fact that it was a manifestation of love of a certain person, whom 
we love. This meaning of "subjective" is, as we can easily see in no way opposed to va-
lidity, and has no pejorative connotation whatever. Our appreciation of this gift is 
most objective, i.e., it is the objectively right attitude toward it. Being a manifestation 
of the love of a beloved person, the object really assumes a great preciousness. It is 
true that this preciousness exists only for me, but this does not efface its full validity 
because objectively it should be precious to me. This meaning of subjective and sub-
jectivity is extremely important and plays a great role in Kierkegaard and existential 
philosophy. 
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world less objective than the one offered by physics and chemistry? In 
the words of Gustav Fechner: "Is the Nachtansicht (night view) more 
objective and more real than the Tagansicht (day view)?" 
     The question of objective validity of aspects depends, of course, 
upon the aspects themselves and varies with their specific nature. For 
the moment, however, we limit ourselves to this general question: Is it 
true that the objective validity and reality of an aspect is the same as its 
independence from man's mind? It will become clear that this is not 
true if we start with something that is indeed merely a subjective sem-
blance and contrast it with the aspects that are our topic here. 
     The most radical case of a merely subjective semblance is an object 
of a dream. True, if in a dream we grasp the fact, both necessary and 
highly intelligible, that "Moral values presuppose a person as bearer," 
the truth and validity of this fact are in no way prejudiced by our hav-
ing grasped it in a dream instead of in the waking state. When, how-
ever, not a necessary and essential fact, but rather an event, a deed, or 
a person is given in a dream, then these things are stripped and de-
prived of all objective validity and are rightly regarded as mere sem-
blances. 
     If a person we know suddenly looks different in a dream, has blond 
hair instead of black, is tall instead of small, this aspect is definitely a 
pure semblance.4 The same applies analogously to an hallucination. 
Something different, though equally invalid, is at stake when we turn 
to mere semblances due to an optical or acoustical deception. Suppose 
we look at an oar in the water: it seems broken. Here we are not com-
pletely cut off from reality as in the case of dreaming or hallucination. 
The oar is an object which belongs to authentic reality. But it offers an 
aspect, in this case the rupture, which does not correspond to reality. 

                                                           
4 The psychological, symptomatic meaning of dreams obviously goes in a completely 
different direction. 
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We need only remove it from the water in order to see that this aspect 
was deceptive. 
     In this case, as in the forementioned ones, it is the dependence 
upon our mind that makes these appearances merely invalid sem-
blances. The difference between this optical deception and the dream 
or hallucination consists in the fact that this semblance is determined 
by the structure of man's sight and by certain elements on the side of 
the object and is not a mere semblance restricted to an individual per-
son. Every man sees the oar as broken, whereas the semblances in a 
dream or hallucination vary according to the individual person. 
     Although this deception is general and rooted in man's 
sense-structure, what it presents to us is clearly an invalid semblance 
with no claim to reality, a fact which is plainly manifested by the term 
deception. 
     Let us now compare the blue color of mountains seen from afar 
with this optical deception. The blue color is also a mere semblance, 
insofar as the mountains, on drawing near to them, are green. One 
perception of the mountains contradicts the other, and we do not 
hesitate to consider the nearer sight to be more authentic and to as-
sume that green is their real color. But is the blue color a mere decep-
tion? Is this semblance on the same level as the one of the rupture of 
the oar? Certainly not. 
      First, the semblance of an oar in the water contradicts reality quite 
different than does the blue color of the mountain. That an object 
changes color in a different light is normal. By its very nature color re-
fers to the way a thing looks, and the fact that one and the same thing 
appears differently colored does not imply a contradiction like that be-
tween a broken and an unbroken oar. But there is a still more impor-
tant difference. The semblance of the broken oar includes no contri-
bution to reality. It does not enrich the world, nor does it form a 
member in the chain of elements which build up a meaningful aspect 
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of the exterior world and are bearers of its beauty. But this all applies 
to the blue color of the mountains. 
     The blue color of mountains seen from afar is a great enrichment of 
the world. It definitely has an important function in the beauty of na-
ture; it contains a "word" full of significance, a message frequently the 
theme of poets. It fits meaningfully and organically into the general 
aspect of nature and especially of the landscape. It includes a specific 
meaningful message, whereas the appearance of the broken oar is a 
mere deception. 
     The blue color of mountains seen from afar definitely cannot be 
placed on the level with the appearance of the broken oar. It would be 
impossible to consider the former a mere deception. 
     The question now arises: What place has this blue color in reality? 
It certainly presupposes a human spectator, and does this fact deprive 
it of all objectivity and validity, and exile it from reality? 
     Are we not here confronted with a case in which the dependence of 
something upon man's mind does not deprive it of its objective valid-
ity and its place in reality? 
     It seems that we must distinguish between two radically different 
types of dependence upon man's mind or two different types of sub-
jectivity: the first is due to a limitation of man's mind and consists in a 
deformation of reality or in semblances which are completely cut off 
from reality. 
     The second is an appearance of reality which implies a meaningful 
message directed to man. We could say of the second type that the ob-
ject should have this appearance; it belongs to its very meaning. It is 
meant to look so, to present itself to man in this way. And by that it 
acquires a full validity and is withdrawn from merely negative subjec-
tivity. 
     We already saw in Chapter IV that color, because of its intelligible 
and necessary essence and its "ideal existence," retains its character of 
objective reality as an aspect of the exterior world, and that even when 
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it is given in an hallucination it does not sink to the level of a mere 
"object of our mind." Afortiori, color possesses a full validity when it is 
found, not in an hallucination, but as an element of the real appear-
ance of the exterior world. Not all aspects, of course, need possess a 
necessary, intelligible essence as color does. Certain aspects may pre-
sent only a meaningful but nonnecessary such-being.  
     Our point is that the existential role in the human universe of all 
meaningful aspects, whether necessary essences or not, prevents us 
from looking upon them as a kind of deception. Their value and the 
meaningful message they contain are obviously opposed to deception 
or something which results from a limitation of man's mind. Fur-
thermore, as we shall see later on, these aspects clearly differ from all 
meaningful and value-endowed fictions and products of human 
imagination and phantasy. 
      The objective validity of these appearances is thrown into relief in 
a specific way if we look upon the world as a creation of God and if we 
understand the role of man as Lord of creation.5 Against the back-
ground of these two fundamental facts, the different objects of this 
world imply a message from God to man, and the decisive question 

                                                           
5 If we introduce a reference to God as Creator of the world, we do not for that reason 
leave the strictly philosophical or phenomenological realm. For the existence of God is 
a topic of philosophical exploration and there are, as we mentioned above, philoso-
phical proofs of God's existence. Thus, in any case, a reference to God's existence 
would never imply an abandonment of the level of rational knowledge and a leap to 
religion. Furthermore, the "message-character" of certain appearances in the world 
exists and can be grasped even if we prescind from God's existence and from the 
world as His creation. Our reference to God as Creator has a twofold function here. 
First, it should throw into relief what is already given to us, namely, the mes-
sage-character of the aspects. We do not deduce this character from the fact of crea-
tion; rather, we grasp it directly. Yet it shines forth in a specific clarity when looked at 
in the light of Creation. To see the world as God's creation makes more visible the va-
lidity of certain aspects which are given to us as such. Second, our reference to God 
contributes a new argument for this validity to all those who, on the ground of the 
philosophical proofs for God's existence, look upon the world as God's creation. 
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which divides reality from error, which divides deception or mere 
subjective semblances from an objective, valid appearance, is whether 
or not such a valid message is at stake. 
     Here the fact that something looks so for man does not imply that 
the way it is, if we prescind from man's mind, is the more authentic 
and more real, the more objectively valid. No, the appearance it offers 
to man belongs to its objective meaning, because God has created 
"this" world for man. 
     Wave vibrations are not more real or valid than colors, but one of 
the reasons for their existence is to afford a basis for the appearance of 
colors. We will understand better the nature of this "message objectiv-
ity," if we think of a work of art. The artist uses many means in order 
to bring certain effects into existence. These effects, the real artistic 
content, are the raison d'être for all the means used to achieve them. If 
someone does not grasp the artistic content, he has missed the point; 
that is, he has not grasped the real meaning and theme of the work of 
art. If someone hears a symphony and pretends that only the musi-
cians and their instruments and the movements which they make are 
real, and that the music is merely a subjective offshoot, he obviously 
reverses the entire objective meaning of the symphony. The move-
ments of the musicians are senseless and ridiculous if one prescinds 
from the music which they are destined to produce. Their raison d'être 
is the music. Analogously, the aspect of nature which is a meaningful 
bearer of values and which implies a specific message to man's mind is 
fully valid and belongs to reality, although it presupposes man's mind 
in order to be grasped or even to be constituted. 
     We have to stress that all this applies to an appearance or aspect of 
the real world. This dependence on man's mind or this form of subjec-
tivity in no way refers to a kind of world in our imagination which 
could be opposed to the real world existing independently of us. 
Someone might argue: "God can also convey a meaningful message to 
us through a dream or any content which we have present in our 
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imagination. Hence, the fact that a meaningful message is present in a 
phenomenon in no way grants to it a place in the real existing world. 
The real world which we aim to explore in natural science is one 
thing, and the subjective impressions are another world existing only 
in our mind. God can also use these impressions to convey a message 
to us but they do not for this reason assume the character of elements 
of the real exterior world surrounding us." 
     We say in answer that this is certainly true. But the contents in 
question are not a world apart from the real one; on the contrary, they 
are aspects of the real world surrounding us, pretending to belong to 
it, presenting themselves as the appearances of the real objects, their 
qualitative faces. 
     And it is in the frame of the appearances of the real world sur-
rounding us, and existing independently of our mind, that we have to 
distinguish between merely subjective semblances, which are nothing 
but deceptions, and the valid appearances which belong to the real ob-
jects even though they include a reference to man's mind. 
     Here the fact that an appearance is meaningful, that it includes a 
significant contribution to the cosmos, and has a definite value - this 
fact permits us to consider it as a message of God, not in the sense of a 
direct word, but as the valid and authentic aspect of a real object. This 
message is not an inspiration, or a presentment; it is not some direct 
action of God in our soul. It is not a message such as the warning to 
Joseph, in a dream, to go into Egypt. Message means here the 
God-given or God-willed aspect of an object of nature. In the com-
parison with the effect of a work of art, given above, the nature of this 
message discloses itself. The mountains should look blue from a dis-
tance, even as the perspective in a painting should give the impression 
of space, or as the contrast in a painting should throw certain colors 
more into relief. If the natural scientist tells us that the sky in reality is 
not blue, but black, it would be wrong to consider the black color as 
more authentic and the blue sky as a mere subjective semblance, a re-
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sult of subjective limitations. The blue color of the sky has a fully ob-
jective character. It should look so; it is a deep, meaningful element in 
a world view which is classically human, but precisely for that reason 
more valid; only here does the specific message of God to man realize 
itself. The same applies to the form of the sky as firmament, as a vault, 
with the two dimensions of vertical and horizontal. The natural scien-
tist may look at this as a mere subjective semblance. But the philoso-
pher should not believe that this "subjectivity" deprives these elements 
of their full place in reality and their objective validity. 
     Again, it would be completely wrong to assert that the dimensions 
of "above" and "below" are merely subjective semblance having no 
place in reality. These two dimensions contain a message of specific 
depth and importance; they are analogies of two fundamental meta-
physical categories. There is a deep meaning in the fact that the exte-
rior world presents itself to man as containing these two dimensions. 
To look at them as mere deceptions, like the broken oar in the water, 
or as consequences of our merely subjective limitations, such as our 
inability to grasp a thing simultaneously on all its sides, betrays an ab-
solute lack of philosophical understanding. If the scientist is right in 
stating that the categories "above" and "below" lose their meaning in 
the exterior world when once we prescind from a human mind, still 
this fact in no way prevents these categories from being valid and ob-
jective elements of reality. The exterior world should present itself in 
this way to man; it is meant to look so, it corresponds to the aspect of 
the Creator's intention; it is the valid aspect of the world. The aspect 
which is the object of science, far from being more objective, is only a 
section of reality. 
     Sometimes we even encounter the opinion that the microscope 
shows us how a hand is in reality; the way a hand looks to our naked 
eye is only a subjective impression, a kind of illusion. Here it is espe-
cially easy to see that there is no reason whatever to consider that the 
aspect offered by the microscope is more authentic or valid. Why 
should the aspect of the details be more authentic than the one which 
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we grasp with our eyes? But the aspect of a hand disclosed by the mi-
croscope is not closer to the being of the hand, is not more its property 
than the aspect given to the naked eye. 
     It is of the utmost importance to understand the radical difference 
between this kind of dependence upon man's mind and the one which 
in subjective idealism applies to all objects of knowledge. It is not 
enough to distinguish the subjectivity of a valid aspect from a mere 
semblance, such as the object of an illusion or an hallucination; it is 
also necessary to distinguish it from the subjectivity of idealism as 
well. We must see why, in the case of these aspects, dependence upon 
our mind does not invalidate the object and deprive it of a full place in 
reality, although dependence on man's mind is precisely the reason 
why we declare the objects of subjective idealism to be invalid. 
     Let us note, first of all, that the subjectivity which is our topic here 
concerns only corporeal bodies or at most the whole spatial exterior 
world, whereas the subjectivity of Kant's idealism extends to all objects 
of experience, whether corporeal or spiritual, and likewise to the en-
tire sphere of metaphysical facts and truths. 
     Second, the subjectivity in which we are interested implies no con-
tradiction to full validity; it refers only to aspects of corporeal beings 
(in the largest sense of the word) and does not extend to their entire 
such-being as does the subjectivity of idealism. When we say that the 
aspect of a hand offered to the naked eye is the valid aspect in com-
parison with the aspect disclosed under a microscope, we in no way 
deny the reality of what we see under the microscope. The physiologi-
cal features of our hand, the pores, tissues, nerve endings, and so 
forth, are strictly objective things in our scheme and in no sense de-
pend upon the mind. Hence the subjectivity of the valid aspect neither 
denies the possibility of a knowledge of features of the exterior world 
which are independent of our mind, nor does it imply that the superi-
ority, so far as validity goes, of the subjective aspect excludes the real-
ity of those aspects which a scientific exploration discloses. 
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     The subjectivity of idealism, on the contrary, declares every object, 
whether of experience or of scientific research, to be subjective. Every-
thing which we can reach with our consciousness is to a great extent a 
product of our mind. We can never and in no way reach a reality 
which is completely independent of our mind; we cannot reach the 
object such as it is objectively. 
     Third, the subjectivity of an aspect in our context does not detach 
this aspect from the real object which is as such completely independ-
ent of our mind. It does not make of this aspect an accidental, or even 
a necessary, image which exists as a "second world" apart from the real 
one; but it considers the valid, subjective aspect to be in a deep mean-
ingful relation to the object – to be, indeed, a valid aspect of the real 
object. 
     The difference between our position and that of the idealists is, 
therefore, fully clear. Lest, however, our thesis that certain subjective 
aspects are fully valid be construed as favoring the idealistic interpre-
tation of knowledge, we shall now take pains to outline the sharp and 
profound difference between our stand and that of the idealists like 
Kant. What we shall now say is merely a new approach and a stronger 
restatement of what we have mentioned above. 
     For the idealist, our knowledge as such cannot reach farther than 
objects which are relative to man's mind. Every truth is valid merely 
for man. Absolute autonomy and objectivity and absolute validity find 
no place in idealistic subjectivity. On the contrary, we claim the possi-
bility of an absolute knowledge, of absolutely certain insight into 
highly intelligible and necessary facts. Knowledge of this kind excludes 
any relativity whatsoever. This is the first point of our radical differ-
ence from idealism. 
     We claim, furthermore, the possibility of grasping with an absolute 
certainty the real existence of concrete individual beings; this subjec-
tive idealism denies. We claim, moreover, the possibility of a knowl-
edge of the exterior world that does justice to its real such-being. At 
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this point we pause, however, to distinguish different strata in the as-
pects offered by the corporeal world. We then claim that the aspect 
which is dependent upon man's mind, and which moreover presents 
itself to man in naïve experience, is the objectively more valid aspect – 
because it is the aspect which the objective being is destined and is 
meant to convey to us. 
     Thus, idealism means to restrict all our knowledge by claiming it 
has only relative, and not absolute, validity. Idealism sees all knowl-
edge as dependent upon man's mind and, therefore, as relative to it. 
We, on the other hand, show that our knowledge of essences and of 
concrete individual beings is absolute. We then go further. We say 
that even in those cases where an aspect really does depend upon 
man's mind, we refuse to see in this dependence a reason or symptom 
of invalidity. 
     Idealism claims that all objects depend on, and are relative to, our 
mind; whereas we concede this dependence and relativity only for the 
aspects of the corporeal world. Idealism impairs the validity of all ob-
jects because of their dependence on our mind; we extend validity 
even to the aspect which in a certain way depends on man's mind. Our 
position is just the opposite of idealism: in idealism every content of 
our knowledge is reduced to a subjectivity which is in marked contrast 
to objectivity. In our scheme, even certain contents which depend 
upon our mind, and are in this sense subjective, share in the objective 
validity. 
     It is clearly impossible, therefore, to gain support for subjective ide-
alism by applying our arguments for the objective validity of the hu-
man aspects of the exterior world.6

                                                           
6 The contrast of our position with the idealistic one discloses itself drastically when 
once we realize how impossible it would be on idealistic principles to interpret the 
aspects of corporeal phenomena as valid messages from God. If idealism were true, 
the merely subjective categories and the entire aspect of experience which they afford 
us could never be considered as valid messages from God. Even more, subjectivistic 
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     Let us consider a further argument. When we grant objective valid-
ity to certain aspects of the exterior world, we see that the very possi-
bility of this validity depends upon the aspect's being framed against 
the background of an objective reality which is in its existence com-
pletely independent of our mind and which can be known by us. Our 
view does not point to any grand discrepancy between 
"things-as-they-really-are" and "things-as-they-appear-to-man" in any 
and all possible experiences. This is the axis of Kant's idealism, but it 
has nothing to do with our view on the validity of certain subjective 
aspects. The discrepancy we notice is a limited and local one: between 
the aspect which corporeal beings afford us in a naïve experience and 
the one afforded in a scientific experience. Naïve experience shows us 
a red rose, an orange marigold. Scientific experience seems to suggest 
that underlying both these colors is a pattern of vibrations. Differences 
in the wave lengths of these vibrations seem to account for the differ-
ences in the color perceived in the naive experience. 
     We have compared this duality of aspects with that of the artistic 
content. Just as the painter or composer uses several means to build 
up a certain aspect, and just as the raison d'être of all the means is pre-
cisely this intended aspect, so too in nature, the reality with which sci-
ence deals, the vibrations in this case, is a means whose true raison 
d'être is to offer an intended aspect to us in a naïve experience. Hence 
the end product, the aspect offered in naïve experience, is the more 
valid one since it is the "effect" intended and meant by the Creator. It 
conveys an important and meaningful message to man and is superior 
in meaning and value to the underlying reality which is its bearer. But 
it clearly belongs to the nature of this aspect that the reality underlying 
it is independent of our mind. 

                                                                                                                             
idealism bars the possibility of our knowing God's existence since it denies the possi-
bility of our knowing something transcendent. In such a scheme, therefore, there is no 
possible ground to state that certain things dependent upon man's mind are nonethe-
less valid because they are messages of God. 
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      The idealist's world cannot in the same way be compared to a work 
of art. What sense would there be to the argument that God constructs 
man's mind in such a way that all truth, meaning, and values exist 
only as products of man's mind and that man is absolutely cut off 
from any being that exists independently of his mind? To assert this is 
really to deny the character of a meaningful valid message from God. 
     We have repeatedly said that the inner meaningfulness and value of 
an aspect is an argument for its validity and reality. Perhaps someone 
might object: "Imaginations and fictions can also be meaningful and 
beautiful without thereby gaining any reality." This is certainly true. 
The mere fact that something is endowed with meaningfulness and is 
beautiful does not insert it into reality. But it is easy to see that a fic-
tion or mere object of our imagination differs completely from an as-
pect of reality. We are not forced to abandon our argument that 
meaningful aspects are valid. For this argument does not imply that 
anything meaningful is a valid reality. No, it is limited to meaningful 
aspects of the real world. 
     In the way in which they are consciously accomplished, fictions and 
imaginations differ from any aspect which imposes itself upon us. Fic-
tions present themselves to us as products of our imagination; they are 
experienced as belonging to a world of phantasy, which is clearly dis-
tinguished from the real world in which we live. Whether this imagi-
nary content is beautiful or not, whether or not it has any value, does 
not alter the fact that the bearer of these values, in contrast to the val-
ues themselves, is definitely not real and not existent. 
     If it should happen that a certain man understands fictions, not in 
their true nature as being imaginary things, but in a superstitious way; 
if he should believe that witches, nymphs, and centaurs really exist, 
they nevertheless are still separated by a world from the aspects of the 
exterior world which concern us here. 
     These fictions are in obvious contrast to the classical aspect of na-
ture; they bear the seal of the mythical, of the extraordinary, of a for-
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eign body. They are often deprived of any value, and they always lack 
the character of deep, meaningful analogies and classical categories of 
reality. Neither can they be considered as specific messages from God, 
nor are they in any way the aspects of real things in nature. 
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VI. THE TWO BASIC THEMES OF KNOWL-
EDGE 

     Before we elaborate upon the difference between philosophical and 
scientific knowledge, we must first analyze two different themes of 
knowledge in general, namely, the notional and the contemplative. 
We mentioned these two themes at the end of Chapter II, in which we 
dealt with the difference between taking cognizance of something and 
knowing. They disclose themselves when we concentrate on percep-
tion and take notice of the two basically different advantages afforded 
by perception. 
     By perception we mean every form of taking cognizance of some-
thing wherein the object is self-present and discloses itself intuitively 
to our mind. We thus include in our notion of perception more than 
mere sense perception. In our sense of perception, when we hear the 
Fourth Symphony of Beethoven we perceive not only the tones but 
also the melody, harmonies, the entire structure of the symphony; 
above all, we perceive its beauty. All these contents are given in 
self-presence and disclose themselves to our mind while we hear the 
symphony. Perception in this precise sense of the term is character-
ized by the following three features: 
     First, the object of which I take cognizance is self-present and given 
as such, as itself. It is not reached indirectly by any means of induction 
or deduction, but it stands, as it were, in person before my mind. I am 
in direct, immediate contact with the very object itself. 
     Second, the object discloses itself to my mind in its existence and 
such-being. It speaks to me; it informs me about itself. A unique con-
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tact with the object is established. The perceived object fecundates my 
mind; it bestows a "knowing" on my mind. 
     Third, the object is intuitively given, that is, it unfolds its 
such-being before my mind. We shall understand more clearly the na-
ture of these three marks of perception when we compare perception 
with other forms of "consciousness of" something. 
     We have already mentioned that the self-present givenness of the 
object distinguishes perception from any kind of inferring. In the per-
ception of a fire, the fire is itself given to me as really present. When I 
see smoke and infer that there must be a fire somewhere, only the 
smoke is given in its self-presence. The fire, on the contrary, is not 
given in this way. 
     Again, when I learn something through another person, the object 
learned is even still less given as self-present. If someone tells me that 
there is a fire around the corner, I perceive the man who tells me 
about the fire. I hear his words. I understand their meaning. But the 
fact that there is a fire is not given in its self-presence. 
     Again, if I represent the face of a friend in imagination and actual-
ize my knowledge of it, this face is not self-present. It is only repre-
sented. By means of the prefix "re," our language expresses the differ-
ence between this mere presence to our mind and the real 
self-presence of an object. I have the clear consciousness that the ob-
ject I represent is not itself really standing in front of me. 
     When we thus contrast perception with other forms of taking cog-
nizance, such as inferring and learning, or with mere representation, 
which is a specific type of actualizing our "having knowledge of some-
thing,"1 we mean to clarify the nature of the first mark of perception, 
namely, the self-present givenness of the object. 
     The second mark of perception, which we can call the fecundating 
contact between the object and my mind, is thrown into relief espe-

                                                           
1 Cf. Chap. II. 
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cially by comparing perception with representation. An object given 
in representation does not bestow a new "knowing" on my mind. The 
object does not disclose itself. The contact between the object and the 
human mind is not such that the object speaks to me and fecundates 
my mind. I do not learn anything new, but I merely actualize in a spe-
cifically intuitive manner my knowledge of the object. 
     So far the fecundating contact with the object is a mark which 
seems to distinguish all forms of taking cognizance from all forms of 
actualizing a "knowing" of an object. Thus, in inferring we learn some-
thing new. We take cognizance of a state of facts and thereby allow the 
object to fecundate our mind. Something analogous applies, to the 
case in which we learn something through another person. Neverthe-
less, we must see that the fecundating contact in perception differs 
from that in all other forms of taking cognizance of something be-
cause it is an immediate contact, because the object itself speaks to us 
and discloses itself to our mind without any intermediate element. 
This immediacy gives to the fecundating contact a unique character. 
Because the object or state of facts itself speaks to our mind and en-
genders a knowing of it in our intellect, the fecundation proper to per-
ception has an incomparable plenitude and intimacy. Thus, the sec-
ond characteristic of perception, fecundating contact, though found in 
an analogous sense in all forms of taking cognizance, is a distinguish-
ing mark of perception by reason of its immediacy. 
     The third mark of perception, its intuitive character, is thrown into 
relief most drastically when we compare perception with the act of 
meaning. In every declarative sentence that we utter we are directed 
toward a state of facts. We refer to it in a very precise way. Through 
the concepts of the subject and predicate, moreover, we refer to cer-
tain objects. But the objects are not given to us. We only direct our-
selves in a very precise way to the objects. We do not perceive them; 
we mean them. 
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     We mentioned in Chapter I the difference between taking cogni-
zance and affirming or judging in the strict sense. We stressed that in 
taking cognizance the object is in some way given to us, though not 
always in self-presence, whereas in the act of affirmation, the state of 
facts which we affirm is in no way given. We pose it, as it were. We af-
firm it through the proposition. Affirmation implies the act of mean-
ing whereby we indicate through words the different members of the 
state of facts. 
     We are now concerned with this act of meaning insofar as it exem-
plifies the absence of all intuition. In giving a lecture we refer mean-
ingfully to a certain object with every word uttered in the continuous 
flow of speech. Though we refer to it in a very precise and highly ra-
tional way, the object is not thereby unfolded in its such-being. It is 
reached through the medium of a concept and circumscribed by it in a 
most precise way. If we contrast the situation present in meaning to 
that present in a representation of the object, we clearly grasp the na-
ture of an intuitive givenness. In thinking of a friend we may try to 
represent his face. We do this in order to reach an intuitive contact 
with him and gain thereby a greater intimacy, a closer contact with his 
personality than in the mere "meaning" him when we refer to him in 
our thought. Compared with the mere meaning, the representation 
has an intuitive character, though the meaning has its own advantage 
in being more specific and precise. 
     The intuitive character of perception is evidently incomparably 
more perfect than that pertaining to representation. Yet the contrast 
between representation and meaning serves to clarify the nature of 
this third perfection of perception, its intuitive character. We point to 
the intuitive character of perception when we state that representation 
and imagination share this intuitive character with it, though in a less 
perfect way, whereas the contact with an object in "meaning" it is radi-
cally nonintuitive. Yet not only in meaning, but also in inferring, is the 
intuitive character absent. The object whose knowledge is reached by 
inference is not thereby disclosed to my mind in an intuitive manner. 
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Compare the knowledge of the fire which I see with the one which I 
possess because I hear the sirens of the fire engines. Only in the for-
mer case does the object, the real fire, disclose its such-being to my 
mind. 
     After this brief look at the nature of perception, we can now pro-
ceed to the topic of this chapter, the two basic themes of knowledge. 
To do this we must distinguish two perfections of perception. The first 
consists in the fact that perception is the most original and perfect way 
of taking cognizance of reality. The existence of something is disclosed 
to my mind in the most direct way when I perceive it. The self-present 
givenness of the object informs me in the most immediate way about 
its existence and such-being.2 In this respect perception has a privi-
leged position among all forms of taking cognizance of something.3

     This perfection of perception refers to the appropriation by the 
mind of an object. It also applies to the "knowing" which perception 
engenders in our mind. It refers to the notional theme which, as we 
saw, dominates taking cognizance as well as knowing. 
     But perception has still another, a second, basic perfection. It is as 
such the most intimate contact with the object. Even if I know an ob-
ject through and through, so that its perception could add nothing to 
my knowledge, nonetheless, to grasp it in its self-presence, to touch it 
with my mind, and to "have" it thereby in an incomparable way, im-
plies an intimacy of contact which is a perfection of its own. Knowl-
edge as such is a unique form of spiritual union with the object. But 
our point in this chapter is to show that this union implies two differ-
ent dimensions. The first one goes in the direction of the most perfect 

                                                           
2 This does not mean, of course, that the very first perception of an object suffices to 
inform me about its entire such-being. In many cases, as we saw before, a complicated 
research alone can inform me about a certain such-being. Yet in this process of re-
search, in experiments, for instance, perception will always have a privileged position. 
3 We shall see later on that with respect to certain objects, intellectual intuition is the 
most privileged form of taking cognizance of their such-being. 
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knowing. The second in the direction of the intimate real contact of 
having the object in a most immediate and full possession, of touching 
it with our mind, of confronting the object "face to face." 
      The first dimension of union displays itself in our appropriation of 
the object. This comes to pass in taking cognizance of something and 
subsists in our knowing, whether the knowing be superactual or ac-
tual. This first perfection of perception consists in its being a privi-
leged source of taking cognizance and of acquiring knowing thereby. 
This perfection refers to what we have called the "notional theme" of 
perception. 
     The second dimension of union displays a new perfection of per-
ception. Even if taking cognizance of something is fully accomplished, 
and perfect knowing is attained, the continued perception of the ob-
ject results in a special, intimate, and immediate union with the real 
object, in contrast to the merely superactual knowing, which can sub-
sist even when the object is no longer self-present to the mind. 
     Knowing, even the most perfect, could never substitute for the di-
mension of contact and union with the object that perception affords, 
the "dwelling-in" the object that is thus made possible. 
     In this "dwelling-in," we are no longer concerned with the question, 
"How is it?" or with the answer, "It is so," but exclusively with union 
with the object, with the union, face to face, which perception affords, 
above and beyond its capacity to bestow on us a knowing of the object. 
     This perfection of perception fulfills another theme, the con-
templative theme, a spiritual "wedding" with the object. 
     In short, there are two basic kinds of spiritual contact with an ob-
ject. The first is climaxed in the knowledge of the object and the other 
in the spiritual wedding with the self-present object. There are, conse-
quently, two fundamental directions of knowledge in the broadest 
sense, two kinds of spiritual possession of being toward which our 
mind tends. Perception is the basis for both. For a "know-
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ing-possession," it is the starting point. For a wedding with the object, 
it is the fulfillment. 
     Perception, therefore, entails two completely different perfections. 
It displays two advantages. The first is the ability to engender a knowl-
edge in the person about the perceived object, and thereby to produce 
an entirely unique form of spiritual possession of the object: "know-
ing." Second, in the perception itself, once the unfolding of the object 
is accomplished, there is an intimate living contact with the real ob-
ject, a fully static possession which cannot be replaced by any other 
relation to the object. 
     Despite the great difference between the notional and the contem-
plative themes, they are intimately linked. "Knowing" plays an impor-
tant role for the contemplative "having" of the object. The more per-
fect our knowledge of a being and the more we know it, the more in-
timate will be the spiritual wedding with the self-present object in per-
ception. For instance, when we hear a symphony, the union with the 
self-present object, though it cannot be replaced by the most perfect 
knowing, will evidently be much more perfect the better we know the 
symphony. Thus, for a face-to-face contemplative contact to be ideal, 
it is necessary to have reached already a perfect knowledge of the ob-
ject. To put it differently, we can say that a perfect contemplative wed-
ding demands a perfect and prior notional contact. 
     This contemplative "dwelling-in" the object, this most immediate 
and full possession, has a static character, as does knowing in contrast 
to taking cognizance of something. Nevertheless, it differs radically 
from the static knowing which we distinguished in Chapter II from 
taking cognizance of something. In truth, contemplative wedding dif-
fers both from taking cognizance of something and from knowing be-
cause it is no longer dominated by the notional theme which pervades 
both of them. 
     There are three things in question here: contemplative having, 
static knowing, and dynamic taking cognizance of something. Con-
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templative having agrees with knowing in that both have a static char-
acter, and with taking cognizance of something in that both are actual 
and fully conscious. But it radically differs from both static knowing 
and taking cognizance by reason of its theme. Whereas static knowing 
and taking cognizance are dominated by the notional theme, the con-
templative having is dominated by the theme of a spiritual wedding 
with the object. 
     We must now, however, emphasize that the role of contemplation 
in our cognitive contact with being is restricted to certain beings. 
     When we wish to become acquainted with some practical thing, 
such as a machine, in order to use it purposefully, we are interested 
only in knowing about it, not in a spiritual wedding with it which only 
a perceptive intuition can give us. When we say this, we mean some-
thing different from saying that our pragmatic interest in the object 
limits our knowledge of it. The point at issue here is that, in our learn-
ing how to use the machine, we rightly see as important only the no-
tional contact which leads to knowing, and not the contact that is 
given in full contemplative "having." When, on the other hand, we be-
hold a work of art, the cognitive contact desired with the object is not 
given merely in "knowing" it, but instead in the full "having of" it in its 
self-presence. For only this cognitive contact, presupposed for the en-
joyment4 of any work of art, admits of a wedding in and through 
knowledge with the object as it unfolds itself to us. All learn-
ing-to-know in cases like these has only the meaning of making possi-
ble the full having of the object, and the consequent enjoyment' of the 
same object. Not all beings which can be an object of our knowledge 
can become the object of contemplative having. The contemplative 
theme can refer to persons, even those known only through history, or 
to all objects endowed with qualitative values, such as a great work of 
art, a beautiful country, a lovely flower. It can also refer to many of 
those things which, because of their central importance, are objects of 
                                                           
4 The Augustinian frui as opposed to uti. 
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philosophy. Needless to say, the role of the contemplative theme 
reaches its climax in the religious sphere. 
     Taking cognizance of something and knowing bear a closer relation 
to being convinced and to affirming than does contemplative having, 
because the notional theme is found in conviction and affirmation al-
though, it is true, in a totally different way. Conviction and eventually 
affirmation organically follow taking cognizance and knowing; they 
do not require a contemplative having of the object. What is given in 
contemplative having lies beyond what is at stake in conviction and 
affirmation. The interest of the notional theme in the "how-is-it" is the 
basis for the spontaneous "so-it-is" of conviction and affirmation – 
which are the "answers" we ourselves give. In contemplative having, 
on the other hand, the theme of "how-is-it" is very much subdued. The 
"so-it-is" no longer has the character of an answer to the question, 
"How is the thing?" 
     The contemplative theme, which is not, as such, concerned with af-
firmation and conviction, exhibits a new kind of relation to the object; 
it looks to the unfolding of the value of the object, beginning with the 
initial stage wherein the value radiates from the object and enters my 
consciousness, passing through the stage wherein I am touched or af-
fected by the value, and ending with affective responses. The climax of 
this theme is, therefore, the Augustinian frui – the enjoyment of an 
unfolded value. 
     It will be recalled that we drew attention to perception in order to 
elaborate the nature of the contemplative theme in knowledge. The 
perfection of self-present givenness in perception helped us to throw 
this theme into relief. Yet it would be wrong to restrict contemplation 
to perception. The same theme can manifest itself in many cognitive 
acts, although it finds only a relative fulfillment in them. We have al-
ready mentioned the desire to establish a more intimate contact with a 
beloved person by representing his or her face, way of speaking, man-
nerisms. Such a desire is evidently not dominated by the notional 

 232



theme. For we are not aiming at an enlargement of our knowledge of 
the beloved person, nor could a mere representation ever contribute 
anything to such an enlargement. This desire is exclusively directed to 
increasing and deepening our contact with the beloved person in the 
direction of the contemplative theme. Certainly representation is a 
very poor fulfillment of the contemplative theme when contrasted 
with perception of the beloved person, dwelling in his real presence, 
and seeing him face to face. 
     Between mere representation and seeing face to face, however, 
there are many stages of fulfillment of the contemplative theme. 
     The authentic recall of some past situation with the beloved person, 
going back with our mind to former experiences, offers us a much 
more intimate cognitive union with the beloved than does mere repre-
sentation. The same applies in the case of a beautiful landscape or a 
beloved country. When we try to represent the landscape, we aim at a 
contemplative possession, a contact which only perception grants us 
in a perfect way. Now, if we recall our former days of dwelling in this 
country and seeing this landscape, if we "go back" to the original per-
ceptions of this landscape, a higher degree of contemplative having is 
afforded. 
     A still higher degree of contemplative having may be reached when 
we immerse ourselves with all our mind in the personality of a beloved 
person or in the atmosphere of a beloved country. Certainly, the suc-
cess of this immersion in establishing an intimate contact with the ob-
ject does not depend exclusively on us. There is an element of gift in 
this contact. To immerse oneself with one's whole mind in the person-
ality of a beloved person, or the atmosphere of a beloved country, may 
or may not be successful. If successful, it is a deeper fulfillment of the 
contemplative theme than mere representation. 

 It is especially in religious life that the contemplative theme of 
knowledge plays a great role and that we may clearly grasp the differ-
ence between this theme and the notional theme. Thus, if a theologian 
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studies the passion of Christ in order to learn something about it, the 
notional theme dominates his mind. If, on the contrary, he meditates 
on the passion of Christ in mental prayer and, still more, if the passion 
of Christ is the object of his contemplation in the religious sense of the 
term, then the contemplative theme is exclusively at stake. The long-
ing to see Christ face to face, the great desire of the Christian which he 
hopes will be fulfilled in eternity, manifests itself in religious medita-
tion and contemplation. 
     To be sure, in one respect the Beatific Vision is also the fulfillment 
of the notional theme. When St. Augustine exclaims: "That I may 
know Thee, that I may know myself," he expresses the desire for a 
knowledge of God, the fulfillment of the notional theme. But when the 
same St. Augustine says: "There we shall see, and we shall love," or 
when St. Thomas in his hymn Adoro Te says: 
 
Jesu quern velatum nunc aspicio; 
Oro fiat illum quod tam sitio 
Ut to revelata cernens facie 
Visu sim beatus tuae gloriae, 
 
each refers to the fulfillment of the contemplative theme, to the wed-
ding union afforded in the Vision. 
     We must, however, stress that a fulfillment of the contemplative 
theme with respect to certain objects can be reached without recourse 
to a perception in the strict sense. Insofar as necessary and highly in-
telligible essences are in question, intellectual intuition grants us an 
intimate union analogous to that granted by perception. This is so be-
cause essences enjoy a kind of self-presence analogous to the given-
ness of a concrete individual being. The contemplative having of an 
intelligible essence, the nature of justice or love, for example, displays 
itself in an intellectual intuition. 
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     As we saw before, these highly intelligible necessary essences enable 
us to grasp intuitively the necessary states of facts rooted in them. In-
tellectual intuition is the way in which we analyze objects with these 
necessary essences. Although at least one perception of these objects is 
presupposed if we are to become acquainted with them, still, when we 
begin a philosophical analysis, we need not witness a real act of justice, 
or a real forgiving, we need not "perceive" these actual things in order 
to establish an immediate intuitive contact with the essence of justice 
or forgiveness. We may start with an example offered by history, or 
even by a novel. The essences of justice and forgiveness may be intui-
tively given to our mind even in a kind of self-presence although the 
bearers of these essences are not at the moment perceived. In short, to 
represent an act of justice is not to perceive it. Nevertheless, this 
merely represented act of justice, weak as it is, suffices to enable me to 
have an intuitive contact with the self-present necessary essence of 
justice. 
     Intellectual intuition into essences can inform us about their nature 
in a most direct and immediate way. What matters here in our con-
text, however, is that the intellectual intuition is not only the source of 
fulfilling the notional theme regarding justice, not only the way for us 
to appropriate the nature of this essence to our mind, not only that 
which allows us to accomplish insights into necessary states of facts; it 
also allows us to fulfill the contemplative theme with respect to the es-
sence. For intellectual intuition can grant us a union with the essence 
in question, a wedding contact, face to face. Such a wedding contact 
with respect to persons and all other concrete individual things is pos-
sible only in a perception. But with essences it is possible through an 
intellectual intuition. This intuition can grant us a contemplative hav-
ing of the essences and a fulfillment, therefore, of the contemplative 
theme. This requires, of course, that we be not absorbed in the know-
ing process, that we be not preoccupied, so to speak, with the notional 
theme – as we are indeed preoccupied when we undertake a philoso-
phical analysis. Only after we’ve known an essence deeply, only after 
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we have profoundly penetrated the nature of an essence and in a way 
"exhausted" the notional theme, only then can the contemplative 
theme rise to its full prominence – when we intend to immerse our-
selves in the essence, to repose in its vision.  
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VII. DISTINGUISHING MARK OF PHI-
LOSOPHICAL KNOWLEDGE AND INQUIRY 

     When we discussed the object of philosophy, we were already 
deeply immersed in the singular way in which philosophy directs its 
glance and poses questions. Now we shall take up more fully the na-
ture of philosophic inquiry. 

1. The dominant themes of philosophic inquiry 

     First of all, philosophy is interested only in certain centrally signifi-
cant objects and is almost exclusively directed to knowledge of apriori 
states of facts. Another characteristic of philosophy is that it is domi-
nated not only by the theme of knowledge but also by that of the ob-
ject. We have seen the difference between knowledge-thematicity and 
object-thematicity earlier in this work. We saw that there are cases of 
naïve taking cognizance of something when there is an explicit the-
maticity of the object but none of knowledge. There are also cases, 
however, in which the knowledge-thematicity, as in most sciences, by 
far exceeds that of the object-thematicity. There is, of course, no in-
stance in which there is purely interest in knowledge and none in the 
object, for knowledge is essentially related to objects and can never be 
completely independent of them without losing all content and seri-
ousness. But it can happen that, in certain instances, the theme of 
knowledge has more importance than that of the object. This is the 
case in the basic attitude characteristic of the sciences. 
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     Someone might object that the pragmatic character of certain sci-
ences, of a great part of physics for example, contradicts our statement 
that in science the object-thematicity is less than the knowl-
edge-thematicity, for to be pragmatic means to be concerned with the 
object much more than with knowledge. 
     This objection, however, is based on a misunderstanding of the na-
ture of pragmatic interest. Suppose I am interested in elevating an 
enormous weight of several hundred tons and I desire to exert only a 
small force to accomplish this. I immerse myself in the study of hy-
draulics and I devise a lift that operates on the familiar principle of 
hydraulics known to every automobile mechanic who has ever used a 
hydraulic jack. Is my interest in the laws of hydraulics pragmatic? In-
deed it is. Is it therefore highly concerned with the object? Am I really 
interested in the mysterious fact that liquids may be only slightly 
compressed, that pressures on a small area can affect the entire vol-
ume of liquids, and so forth? Does the object itself draw me to itself 
and invite me to delve into its depth? No. Although a pragmatic ap-
proach in science means that the theme of knowledge is not very 
prominent, this does not therefore guarantee a full object-thematicity. 
The truth is that in such a case of pragmatic interest, the object is 
looked upon simply as a means to something else. Hence we are not 
preoccupied with it as such: its nature, meaning, and value. Rather, 
our interest is fixed on something else, the end for which the object in 
question is a means. Thus, the entire question of hydraulic systems 
does not interest me in its own right. I study hydraulics simply to ac-
complish something else which does interest me, namely, the elevating 
of the enormous weight. 
     It is true that the pragmatic approach, by putting little value on 
knowledge as such stands in sharp contrast to a real knowl-
edge-thematicity. But this does not mean that the pragmatic approach 
is closer to object-thematicity. It is, rather, antithetical to it, only it 
goes in a direction different from that of an approach chiefly domi-
nated by the theme of knowledge. Any possible object-thematicity is 
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undermined in the pragmatic approach by the fact that the object as-
sumes the character of a mere means. The pragmatic theme is always 
interested in achievement. It is concerned with bringing into existence 
something not-yet-real by means of our intelligent activity. How then 
can the object be thematic when it interests us only because of the end 
we hope to realize by using it? The end, rather, is thematic, and not 
the means. 
     We are faced now with three different themes that may determine 
the relation we have toward an object in knowledge. The first holds 
the object in high prominence, because of its value and meaning. The 
second gives the palm to knowledge as such and extends a secondary 
nod to the object. The third looks at the object only because it desires 
something else which can be attained with the aid of the object. The 
difference between this third, pragmatic theme, and the first, the ob-
ject theme, is much more radical than the difference between the first 
and the second themes. For the first two may fully coexist, and they do 
fully coexist in genuine philosophical knowledge. But the third theme 
is by its nature hostile to the first. The pragmatic approach inevitably 
corrodes object-thematicity. It may, however, coexist with knowl-
edge-thematicity, especially as a motive for undertaking research. 
What plainly divides the first from the third theme is that ob-
ject-thematicity implies the presence to a certain extent of the afore-
mentioned contemplative theme, whereas the pragmatic approach ex-
cludes this theme from the start. 
     In science, the desire for knowledge is one jump ahead of any inter-
est in the object as such. The thoroughness and the systematic and 
critical character of knowledge about the object stands more in the 
foreground than does the object itself. History and philology, for ex-
ample, attest to the fact that moments which are of relatively slight 
importance are investigated with the same seriousness, and treated as 
of the same weight, as objects having much more important contents. 
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     With respect to philosophical inquiry and knowledge, however, 
there is a highpoint of both object-thematicity and knowl-
edge-thematicity. Yet, despite the high stress on knowledge in phi-
losophy, greatly exceeding that in the other sciences, for philosophy 
the object is one jump ahead in thematicity. 
     The centrally important objects, which alone are the concern of 
philosophy, stand with their ontological weight totally before the 
spiritual eye of the philosophical searcher and knower. They always 
mean more to him than mere objects of knowledge. Hence, the unique 
reverence that is found in philosophical inquiry and also the solemn 
character of philosophical knowledge. Philosophy is essentially not so 
"neutral" as are the other sciences with respect to their own proper ob-
jects. 
     A further characteristic of the philosophical attitude stems from 
this fact. Whereas the notional theme predominates in all other scien-
tific knowledge; in the case of philosophy the contemplative theme 
plays a decisive role. Philosophical inquiring yearns not only for a 
conscious, explicit, and profound knowledge of the object, but also for 
something beyond this a contemplative possessing of the object, a 
spiritual wedding with it. Naturally this is very much graduated, either 
up or down, according to the height of meaning of the knowledge ob-
ject. The higher the form of God's image in a being, the greater is the 
role played by this contemplative theme. Philosophical longing, or 
eros, aims not only at the spiritual possession of the world of ethical 
values, for example, which possession is fulfilled in a clear and deep 
knowledge about the essential states of facts of this world, in a pro-
found and thorough knowledge of ethical values, but also at the spiri-
tual wedding of the mind with this world, which is brought about in 
the vision of the world of ethical values. The direction of this eros de-
pends on the fact that philosophy grasps every object in its relation to 
the focus of reality, that philosophy sees in each object its function of 
reflecting God in some way. The cognitive glances 

 240



of philosophy do not look at reality simply in its breadth. They do not 
travel over the world of being step by step until the entire dimension 
of breadth is covered. Rather, philosophy looks at every knowl-
edge-object from the point of view of its depth. It follows the path 
which, in the case of every object-territory, leads to the absolute, to the 
original ground and source of all being. This attitude is already dis-
played in the questions about essences which philosophy asks. What is 
space, what is time, in their essence? What is the essence of faithful-
ness? of purity? of beauty? of the person? This is how it inquires. And 
in the wonder which is constitutive of its attitude, the wonder about 
being, there is always present a thoughtful consideration of the object 
sub specie aeternitatis, that is to say, in relation to the trace of God that 
is found in the specific content of this or that object. Indeed, in the 
case of other types of scientific research also,  
something analogous 
to this can be found, but it lies completely beyond the respective sci-
ence and its formal object. The physicist also can immerse himself 
contemplatively in the mysterious world of force. The historian can 
rest in the world, present now to his mind, of an epoch of culture, or 
in the special character of a great personality. But these contacts with 
knowledge-objects go beyond the respective attitudes proper to the 
sciences in question. They are extrascientific, in the sense that they 
properly come under either philosophy or a lived contact with being. 
So far as philosophy itself goes, however, its longing for a contempla-
tive knowing-wedding with the object belongs to its most basic and 
ultimate attitude. This longing penetrates its entire knowledge proc-
ess, and it is this which gives to philosophy its characteristic solem-
nity. 
     The contact with truth which philosophy desires is, therefore, of a 
nature different from that of the other sciences. The philosophical 
seeker intends ultimately to rest in a contemplative vision of truth. 
Philosophical knowledge is, therefore, the most extreme antithesis to 
every kind of knowledge which, as it were, "abandons" the object after 
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having reached a knowledge of it. It distinguishes itself from the kind 
of knowledge-attitude for which knowledge is a sort of conquest of be-
ing with the result that one gains a superior position to the object by 
having known it or "seen through it." Of course, every other serious 
science likewise disowns this disrespectful knowledge-attitude, which 
from the start prohibits any real penetration into the essence of the 
object and which advertises its boast of "seeing through" the object 
only because it suffers from an illusion. But the philosophical attitude 
is the most extreme antithesis to it. Philosophy does not pretend to as-
sume a position superior to the being it intends to know. Rather, it 
considers this being as a "partner" in which it wants to participate. It 
seeks to know the object, not in order to abandon it triumphantly 
when conquered, but to be able to be devoted to it more deeply and 
authentically. For this reason, a truth that is already known never be-
comes old or outdated for philosophy – not even in the sense in which 
something true becomes obsolete for the other genuine sciences. Phi-
losophy is not content with the contact with the object that is given in 
the mere knowing of it, but it seeks also a wedding with the object that 
is given in the contemplative having of it. Hence, in the most ideal 
knowledge penetration of an object, the object never ceases to possess 
a real interest to the knower. 
     Thus philosophical knowledge is marked by a threefold thematicity 
in its ordination to the world of centrally important objects. Philoso-
phy embodies, first, the highest and purest knowledge-thematicity, in 
the sense of the "notional" theme; second, the full object-thematicity; 
and, third, the thematicity of a wedding with the object in contempla-
tion. 
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2. The depth dimension and depragmatization of the philoso-
phical knowledge of essences 

     Philosophical inquiry wants to push forward into an essentially 
deeper layer of the object than is sought after by the other sciences. If 
we supposed that all questions and problems of the other sciences 
were resolved, still nothing would be asked or answered with respect 
to the depth-dimension in which philosophy is interested. 
     This difference in depth is determined by the difference in ap-
proach between philosophy and the other sciences. But it is also de-
termined by the difference in their respective objects. 
     We have already seen that the nature of the object in each case de-
termines the difference between apriori and empirical knowledge. Ap-
riori knowledge is possible only with objects having a necessary, 
highly intelligible essence. We have also seen, moreover, that even 
with respect to an object possessing a necessary and intelligible es-
sence, not every fact which we may wish to know is accessible to apri-
ori insight. Joy is a good example of this. It possesses a necessary and 
intelligible essence. We can, consequently, grasp with absolute cer-
tainty several truths rooted in the essence of joy. We can understand 
that it is an intentional experience, which presupposes a knowledge of 
the object as well as of the importance of the object, and, likewise, that 
the object of joy may be a value, an objective good for the person, or it 
may be something only subjectively satisfying. Other facts about joy, 
however, are not accessible to apriori knowledge, for example, the in-
fluence of joy on the health and the body of a person. 
     Again, the object, "man," has a necessary and intelligible essence 
and is thus an eminent object of apriori knowledge. At the same time, 
however, many facts about man are in no way rooted in his intelligible 
essence as a person. Hence, they cannot be grasped in an insight. 
These facts require empirical observation and investigation. All the 
facts of man's physiological nature fall into this empirical and nonin-
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telligible category, as well as all psychophysical and psychological 
facts. 

It follows that apriori knowledge makes a twofold demand. The ob-
ject it deals with must have a necessary and intelligible essence, and 
the facts it discovers must be essentially and intelligibly rooted in this 
essence. Empirical knowledge, on the other hand, claims as its object 
all those beings that have a morphic unity, and not only these, but also 
all those "opaque" facts which may belong to beings that have a neces-
sary essence. To put this in another way, we may say that as far as 
states of facts are concerned, the object of an apriori knowledge is al-
ways different from the object of empirical knowledge. But as far as 
beings and real substances are concerned, one and the same being may 
present an intelligible essence and many intelligible states of facts 
rooted in the essence, and present likewise an opaque such-being 
which is not intelligible and which must be subjected to empirical 
study. It can happen, therefore, and it is indeed very often the case, 
that one and the same substance is investigated by both apriori and 
empirical methods. Thus, both rational and experimental psychology 
study man. 
     In a broad sense we may say that "man" is the object of both these 
studies and that, therefore, they have the "same" object. But, strictly 
speaking, this is false. The real and immediate object of apriori knowl-
edge is always something different from the immediate object of em-
pirical knowledge. The results of these two kinds of knowledge like-
wise differ. The eternal verities, the luminous insights afforded by ap-
riori knowledge, can be reached only in this apriori way. They can 
never be the result of any empirical knowledge. Nor, on the other 
hand, can empirical truths ever be reached by apriori knowledge. 
     What obtains between the different objects of apriori and empirical 
knowledge obtains in an analogous way between the objects of phi-
losophy and the sciences. In many cases what makes a scientific result 
different from a philosophical one is exactly equivalent to what makes 
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an empirical object different from an apriori object. In many cases, 
but not always. As we saw previously, for a given being to be an object 
of philosophical analysis, it must have other features in addition to the 
prime one of possessing an intelligible and necessary essence. Not 
every apriori fact is a philosophical one. The fact that two and two 
equals four is certainly apriori. It is not philosophical, however, be-
cause it lacks the note of central importance which every object of phi-
losophy must possess. 
     We have also seen that, although individual numbers and number 
combinations fall outside the scope of philosophy because they are not 
centrally important, the nature of number in general is a specifically 
philosophical topic. Now we must notice that the state of facts in ques-
tion when philosophy inquires about the nature of number in general 
is completely different from the state of facts at stake when mathemat-
ics analyzes specific numbers and number combinations. The ques-
tions asked are different and the results obtained are different. Phi-
losophy plainly wants to know something different from what 
mathematics can offer when philosophy asks, "What is number?" 
"What kind of entity is number?" "What is the relation of number to 
the real world?" "What is the difference between ontological unity and 
oneness in the numerical sense?" "What is the difference between 
number and the ontological 'accident' of quantity?" 
     Even here, therefore, it remains true that the immediate object of 
philosophy is always something different from that of the other sci-
ences, no matter how closely related both objects are to the one being 
that is approached from the two different viewpoints. This difference 
in immediate object must be kept in mind. It will help us to see how 
the difference in depth between philosophy and the other sciences 
rests on the fact that philosophy is interested in beings having a neces-
sary essence only insofar as intelligible and necessary facts are intelli-
gibly and necessarily rooted in these beings and, moreover, only inso-
far as such facts are of a central importance and have a relation to the 
universe of being. 
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     In philosophizing, the human mind awakes to a thoroughly new 
stage of awareness and is rooted in a "deactualized" standpoint, from 
which it looks out upon being. Compared to this, the other sciences 
move among beings and rub familiar shoulders, so to speak, with the 
beings investigated. Not so philosophy. The philosophical putting of a 
question confronts the objects with the light of the absolute, as it were, 
and, therefore, considers the being not only from the depragmatized 
and deactualized position but also from the point of view which de-
pends on the main theme of the object and the object territory. 
     Most sciences observe their respective objects from a certain point 
of view, and it is not necessary that this point of view be dictated by 
the main theme of the object in question. Physics and chemistry con-
sider different cross sections of the world of material being. Such cross 
sections imply no deformation of the object inasmuch as they are 
made with a fundamentum in re, and not arbitrarily. But they do im-
ply a limitation of the object since they depend only on a segment of 
it. History likewise considers its object from a certain point of view, 
that of the factual order and interconnection of events. History does 
not inquire about the essence of heroes and saints but about the con-
crete factual appearances of such men, about their lives, works, deeds, 
and the like. Neither does it ask about the natural laws which lie at the 
root of the burial of Herculaneum and Pompeii. It asks only about the 
facts themselves and their historical importance. Characteristic of the 
philosophical attitude is that its point of view not only has a funda-
mentum in re, as is true of all other genuine intellectual disciplines, 
but also is oriented around the main theme of the object or object-
territory. The factual themes around which our knowledge can be ori-
ented do not simply stand with equal rights, one beside the other. On 
the contrary, they have an order of rank, a hierarchy, according to 
their relation to the real meaning-axis of the object. I can look, for ex-
ample, upon a landscape from the aesthetic point of view, the eco-
nomic, the geological, the zoological, the botanical, the historical, the 
strategical, and many others, but always from a special point of view. 
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None of these points of view is arbitrary, to be sure. It is also true that 
there is a difference in the content of the object revealed under these 
viewpoints, a content which rests on the fact that some of these points 
of view are of purely knowledge-interest, whereas others have prag-
matic interest. Prescinding from this difference, we still notice that the 
various themes of pure knowledge-interest do not stand on the same 
level. For the question which seeks the main and the subordinate 
points of view is given objectively, independent of our knowledge in-
terests. Thus the strategical and economic viewpoints, inasmuch as 
they are pragmatic, are already much further removed from the full-
ness of the main theme. Of the two, the economic is indeed incompa-
rably less impoverished, arbitrary, and external. For the need it serves 
is by far the more classical and it touches a point lying much closer to 
the meaning of the object than does the strategical. 
     Thus, the botanical point of view is more pertinent than the his-
torical to the full main theme of a landscape. Again, if we think of a 
literary work of art, we can consider it aesthetically, historically, scien-
tifically, or ethically. Here the main theme of the object unequivocally 
dictates that the aesthetic point of view is primary. 
     If an object is considered from only one point of view, there neces-
sarily follows a limitation of the aspects given by the object. But this 
limitation will mean one thing when the viewpoint is centered around 
the main theme of the object, and something totally different when the 
viewpoint is oriented around a subordinate theme of the object. A 
strict one-sidedness is not implied by our considering an object from 
the viewpoint of its substantial and primary theme. Strictly speaking, 
of course, we can say that a new object comes into focus whenever we 
change our point of view. The historical consideration of a work of art 
looks upon the origin of the work, the influences which affected the 
artist, his subjective intentions, and so forth. The aesthetic considera-
tion looks upon the work of art itself, its value, and the like. Although 
each of these different aspects of the object belongs to diverse areas of 
knowledge-interest, they all are linked in reality, and one aspect is the 
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center and supporter for all the rest. The extraction in knowledge of 
an accidental feature of an object leads, to be sure, to a new object of 
knowledge in the strict sense, but it does not eliminate the central 
unity underlying all the objects of knowledge which can be based 
upon it. Consequently it remains true that the various possible view-
points in knowledge can and must be measured by the relevant weight 
of the theme upon which the point of view is based. The philosophical 
viewpoint is distinguished by the fact that it not only follows the high-
est theme within the object and, therefore, asks only about centrally 
important things, but also inquires about the main theme of the object 
of knowledge in question. Thus, of all knowledges, philosophical is the 
least one-sided, least limited, and least pragmatic. It is the knowledge 
most purely and exclusively determined by the complete such-being of 
an object, for it is always directed toward that essence.  
     The attitude of philosophical knowledge is not only completely free 
from any pragmatic concern, but also from every limitation and 
one-sidedness springing from a point of view oriented around a theme 
that is not central and principal to the object. This same characteristic 
of philosophical knowledge follows from its spiritual position with re-
spect to its object. Philosophy occupies a position removed from actu-
ality, whereas, in comparison, the sciences "move between" many ac-
tual, concrete beings. This position of philosophic knowledge does not 
imply, however, that such knowledge is removed from a lived contact 
with the object. It means, rather, a distance which enables us to ap-
proach the object in the way objectively determined by the main 
theme. It means, finally, that even in posing a question about the ob-
ject, philosophy is completely concerned with its principal theme. 
     Philosophy implies a wondering about its object. In philosophy one 
"wakes up" in a special way. When a man embarks upon a philosophi-
cal analysis of the world, he begins to stare at the world in wonder, in-
stead of taking it for granted. He emancipates himself, as it were, from 
the entanglements of the concrete situation and removes himself a 
certain distance from it. He no longer moves among things but places 
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himself, as it were, at the axis of truth. Now his stand is freed from all 
preoccupations which do not originate from the objective meaning 
and essence of the being. His standpoint is free from the whirl of the 
actual. It is also unpragmatic. From this standpoint he looks at the be-
ing and takes it seriously for what it is and means in itself. 
     The philosophic stand is the very antithesis, however, of that "dis-
tance" from the object which results from our dwelling in abstract 
concepts instead of our delving into the reality in its full existential 
flavor. This "conceptual" attitude, although it can be found in many 
philosophers, is in itself contrary to the very meaning and genius of 
philosophy. 
     True and genuine philosophy, as we shall see later on, requires a 
continuous and most intimate contact with reality, with all beings that 
are accessible to philosophical analysis. We here merely notice that the 
"distance" from the object proper to philosophy is the very opposite of 
the blind haughtiness of certain philosophers who neglect all intimate 
contact with the objects in question, and who are content to go from 
concept to concept. This kind of distance, far from aiding philosophy 
by allowing it to see the object in an unpragmatic way, really serves to 
kill philosophy. For to remain within the sphere of already known and 
defined concepts means that we have severed the life-giving, 
life-sustaining, always fruitful link between our mind and the world of 
being, soaked in infinite and mysterious plenitude. 
     The philosophical stand, with its unpragmatic "objectivity," is also 
the very antithesis to that attitude whereby one looks at the object 
from without, in a "disinterested" or "neutral" manner, in the so-called 
"laboratory" spirit. This kind of neutral attitude, whereby one places 
the objects in question on a plate, as it were, and looks at them with 
the mere curiosity of knowing, is incompatible with the ob-
ject-thematicity which, as we saw before, is proper to philosophy. Be-
cause in philosophy the knowledge-thematicity never surpasses the 
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object-thematicity, it is impossible that philosophy could adopt this 
"neutrality" toward the object which we find in science. 
     The philosopher, thanks to his "distance" from the object and to his 
freedom from the whirl of actuality, is able to enjoy a deeper and more 
intimate contact with the object. As paradoxical as it may seem, dis-
tance in this sense is an aid to intimate contact. By placing himself at 
the axis of truth, by staring at the object in the light of truth, by his at-
titude of solemnity and reverent wondering, the philosopher frees 
himself from all obstacles that hinder his mind from "listening" to the 
voice of being and that prevent the object from disclosing itself in all 
its plenitude and mysterious depth. By reason of this freedom, this 
emerging from all interests not engendered by the object itself, the 
philosopher acquires a closeness or proximity to the object which sur-
passes the closeness that existed before the emerging from actuality 
took place. This new proximity and closeness gives, in a certain sense, 
to the object a unique "actuality" of its own. It hovers before us, as, 
analogously, the beloved stands in a unique light before the lover. 
     The universe is mysteriously deep and solemn. Deep also are the 
centrally important objects of philosophy. It is to the depth of these 
things that we awaken when we emerge from practical closeness to the 
object and from entanglement in accidental situations. We in no sense 
emerge to the neutral objectivity proper to the sciences. Adequate in 
the sciences, this neutrality is inadequate, we might say fatal, in phi-
losophy. The depth-dimension of the objects of philosophy calls for a 
deep and reverent wondering and it discloses itself to this attitude and 
to this attitude alone. 
     Let us take another look at this philosophical distance from the ob-
ject. We must consider and distinguish two ways in which an object 
may be "close" to us. In the first way, we are close to objects when we 
move among them, become entangled with them, when we approach 
them with a pragmatic interest. In the second way, we are close to cer-
tain objects because of an existential contact with them, because of a 
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lived contact in the depths of our spiritual life. As we shall see, the dis-
tance in philosophy opposes the first kind of closeness but not the 
second. 
     The first kind of closeness exists with respect to all objects that have 
a practical function in our lives. The water we wash with, the towels 
we use to dry ourselves, the chair we sit on, the taxi we ride in, the 
pots we cook in, the glasses we drink from, and so on – these are close 
to us in the first sense. We approach all of them with a naïve prag-
matic attitude. We take all of them for granted. They possess for us a 
familiarity which is not the result of a thorough thematic knowledge 
but of repeated use. We are too close to them, in the sense of their be-
ing too familiar to us, for us to pose questions concerning their nature, 
for us to be curious about them and, afortiori, to wonder about them. 
This attitude of being too familiar with certain things and taking them 
too much for granted is not restricted to practical things. The rhyth-
mic changes of the moon in all its phases, the alternations of day and 
night, the rhythm of the seasons, the star-covered sky – all are also 
taken for granted in the ordinary course of life. Even life and death, 
two of the greatest mysteries in the universe, are accepted as routine 
events. We do not question the whence and the where of existence but 
take the whole of existence for granted: "It happens every day." We 
also turn this unquestioning familiarity upon certain persons who 
have a function in our lives, perhaps persons we meet in society, per-
haps colleagues in our business or profession, perhaps the mailman, 
the milkman, the ticket seller at the railroad station, the policeman. 
We have not really awakened with respect to these things and persons. 
We have not yet gained that distance from the objects which all sys-
tematic knowledge requires, the scientific as well as the philosophical. 
This kind of closeness has the character of a blind familiarity.1

                                                           
1 In a certain way children are exempt from this familiarity-blindness; no doubt partly 
because the things are not familiar enough to be taken for granted. This fact explains 
the astonishment and genuine delight that accompanies many of the perceptions of a 
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     The second kind of closeness is completely different. This refers to 
deep existential contacts in our spiritual life, to the contact with being 
that is granted to us in all deep experiences, when something in nature 
or art discloses its beauty to us and moves us deeply, when we are pro-
foundly touched by a great personality, by his charity or generosity, 
when we are impressed with the intellectual power and depth of in-
sight in, say, a dialogue of Plato or the Confessions of St. Augustine, or 
when the personality of a beloved person reveals itself to us over-
whelmingly, and our souls interpenetrate each other in a deep love. 
     In all cases like these, the object is grasped with an especial awak-
enedness. It is thrown into relief and in a certain way we emerge from 
the dull routine of the day, the ordinary course of life. We emerge 
from the pragmatic tension also, which impels us toward an end to be 
fulfilled. We break loose from the rhythm which pushes us from one 
occupation to another. Such emerging, it is true, does not imply any 
questioning on our part, any inquiry, as might be expected in a sys-
tematic kind of knowledge. There is here no full thematicity of knowl-
edge. Our emerging from the deep sleep of ordinary routine is cer-
tainly different from our familiarity with things, but it differs in its 
own way from this blind familiarity and not by reason of its being sys-
tematic. Any systematic knowledge, and philosophy above all, is in di-
rect antithesis to blind familiarity. But this emerging has not the same 
kind of antithesis. It is rather the awakenedness of immediate experi-
ence. It concerns the full thematicity of the object as such, inasmuch 
as the object discloses itself in an extraordinary way. This personal, 
lived, existential contact with the object is the precise opposite of the 
attitude of blind familiarity. There is a great scale of intimacy and 

                                                                                                                             
child. Take him to the zoo and he stares with wonder and incredulity at the mysteri-
ous objects before him. The waves at the beach, the fact of rainfall, birth and death, all 
are eagerly and sincerely investigated. Although uncritical, the child's mind may nev-
ertheless be called more "metaphysical" than the mind of an ordinary adult. 
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closeness within the frame of this existential contact, but for our pur-
poses here it is enough to stress the difference between this kind of 
"closeness" in general and the blind familiarity which we mentioned 
before. 
     In a previous chapter we hinted at the distinction in question here. 
There we distinguished the pragmatic approach to the object from the 
approach wherein the object becomes strongly thematic because of an 
intensely dramatic situation involving the object. Thus, when we see a 
man in danger of death, the value of human life flashes up with great 
impact. We grasp this object in a way radically different from any 
pragmatic approach. The being speaks to us in its full importance, in 
its existential garment. The situation in which this being is present to 
us is not dominated by the theme of knowledge, for the dramatic call 
to action stands in the foreground and overshadows all other consid-
erations. Yet, this dramatic, practical theme of the situation does not 
frustrate or undermine our adequate perception and our deep under-
standing of the object as does the pragmatic approach. 
     The philosophical standpoint, from which we gaze at the universe 
in general and at specific objects, certainly differs from the closeness 
of the existential lived contact as well as from the closeness of blind 
familiarity. It differs because it has a high thematicity of knowledge, 
because it implies a "distance" from the object and a "deactualization." 
But whereas it forms an outspoken antithesis to the closeness of blind 
familiarity, it has many deep links to an existential lived contact. Al-
though, as we saw when we showed that the philosophical stand places 
us at the axis of truth, philosophical "closeness" has roots different 
from the closeness of existential lived contact and is, therefore, only an 
analogous kind of closeness, nevertheless, philosophical closeness pre-
supposes in many areas an existential lived contact. 
     In ethics, aesthetics, or philosophy of community, the success and 
even the possibility of a philosophical analysis depends upon a prephi-
losophical lived contact with the respective objects. Even though a 
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man be eminently gifted in philosophy, even though he can offer bril-
liant and profound insights in such fields as epistemology, he may be a 
dismal failure in aesthetics or ethics if he lacks the necessary lived con-
tact with the object. If the world of moral values has never disclosed 
itself in its majesty and depth to a man, what can this man possibly 
discover in ethics? How shall he be able to interpret the metaphysical 
call and challenge of moral values if he has never once had a deep 
moral experience? For ethics it is imperative that the philosopher's 
prephilosophical experience be profound enough to have brought him 
into contact with the existential reality of moral values. The greatest 
gift of intelligence cannot substitute for this lived contact. 
 
     Again, a philosopher's analysis of aesthetic problems would be of 
no interest, and would also most likely be absurd, if the beauty in na-
ture and in art played no role in his life – if he had never had an au-
thentic lived, existential contact with the world of beauty. No philoso-
phical gifts of acuteness, intelligence, or sagacity could enable him to 
attain deep insights into the nature of beauty if the true and genuine 
beauty in nature and art had never touched his heart deeply. What he 
says would be as worthless as the remarks about color by a man who 
has been blind from birth. 
     Philosophy, therefore, in certain disciplines presupposes this exis-
tential lived contact with objects. Not only this, but in philosophical 
closeness we find several elements analogous to existential closeness. 
Both, for example, have the full thematicity of the object. Both have 
the intimacy of contact with its full qualitative flavor and its mystery. 
Again, both are opposed to blind familiarity. They differ, however, as 
we said before, by reason of the different root of closeness in each 
case, and also by reason of the knowledge-thematicity which is full in 
philosophical contact and nonexistent in the naïve, existential one. 
They differ also in that the closeness of the existential contact may 
surpass by far the closeness of any philosophical penetration. 
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     We see, therefore, that philosophic "distance" from the objects of 
which it seeks knowledge forms the perfect antithesis to all "familiar-
ity" with the object, in the sense of taking certain aspects for granted, 
to all mere intellectual "toying" with the object, to that closeness 
whereby we can no longer see the object in its totality. In no way does 
it imply an escape from the object, a distancing in which the living 
contact with the object, together with its atmosphere and 
self-revealing essence, is broken off so that the object becomes a 
merely neutral, peculiar phenomenon. This, in effect, would mean the 
ravishing of the object and the forcing of it into an arbitrary point of 
view. Philosophical distance, on the contrary, entails freedom from all 
arbitrariness. It renders possible our allowing ourselves to be borne 
along in knowledge by the main theme of the object in question. 
     Above all, in this remoteness of the spiritual position from which 
philosophy considers the object, there is no "seeing things from with-
out." 
     We saw, in our analysis of apriori knowledge, that the mind is able 
to know "from within" only those objects having an essence that can 
be grasped intuitively. We saw, furthermore, that this knowledge from 
within is one of the deepest characteristics of philosophical knowl-
edge. The direction toward knowledge of this kind is an essential 
characteristic of philosophical knowledge alone. By this same feature 
the abovementioned dimension of depth, proper to philosophical in-
quiry and knowing, accredits itself. For philosophy not only seeks the 
deepest stratum of being, namely, the essences of objects, but also 
aims at a completely different knowledge-penetration of the object – 
at the intus legere. 
     All the empirical sciences, as we have already seen, approach the 
object only "from without," whether in single observations, whereby 
they grasp their data descriptively or whether through observation and 
induction whereby they disclose the such-being. 
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     Natural science in our day, especially physics, is not restricted to 
the strict empirical procedure mentioned above. Besides using obser-
vations and inductions, and thus being strictly empirical, physics 
makes use of explanations, "guesses," and the like, which are not em-
pirical in the strict sense.  
     In most of the sciences to some extent, but especially in physics, the 
hypotheses offered as explanations of the physical world have the 
character of constructions in which imagination and speculation play 
a predominant role. The role of hypotheses in natural science is highly 
important. Moreover, the different kinds of hypotheses and their re-
spective natures are a fascinating topic in epistemology. It would be a 
worthwhile philosophical task to analyze the nature of scientific hy-
potheses and show how they differ from mere induction and observa-
tion. In this context, however, we wish to pass over this difference. For 
our task here is the distinction between science and philosophy. This 
distinction is not altered by the fact that the hypotheses of science are 
not empirical in the strict sense. For even so, they remain instances of 
knowledge "from without," and in this way they clearly differ from 
philosophical knowledge. 
     Scientific hypotheses differ not only from empirical inductions but 
also from philosophical hypotheses. Both possess the common note of 
being plausible speculations, but imagination plays a greater role in 
the scientific than in the philosophical hypothesis. The scientific hy-
pothesis has more the character of a construction, of a possible expla-
nation, whereas a good philosophical hypothesis restricts itself to 
elaborating the implications of the given. There is less room, conse-
quently, for highly imaginative constructions which might happily ex-
plain a given fact. A second point of difference is that the scientific 
hypothesis always calls for a confirmation by empirical means – for a 
verification. 
     Whether, therefore, we look at the inductive side of science or the 
less empirical side of the use and verification of hypotheses, it remains 
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true that science is a knowledge "from without." Philosophical knowl-
edge, on the other hand, drawing from the intuitive givenness of nec-
essary and intelligible essences, understands states of facts as necessar-
ily grounded in the essence. Here the knowing mind stands in a con-
tact of ultimate fruitfulness with the inner essence of the object. The 
mind moves out from the core and penetrates into the single elements 
and necessary components of the essence. From this enviable stand-
point, the mind perceives the state of facts grounded therein, and, 
with each enlightened insight, it penetrates more deeply into the es-
sence of the object so that this essence glows with more and more 
light. 
     We speak, for example, about "love" as something entirely familiar. 
We casually regard it as a self-evident, familiar thing. As soon, how-
ever, as we delve deeply into the essence of love, in a philosophical di-
rection, a completely new and enlightened contact begins. We place 
ourselves in a close contact with the object and we are touched by its 
breath; simultaneously, we stand on a level remote from all contingen-
cies – the deactualized philosophical stand mentioned above. It is just 
in this manner that we glance into the interior of this essence instead 
of glancing, as before, alongside or around it. In looking at this es-
sence we grasp certain constitutive elements of it, as well as states of 
facts necessarily grounded in it. We grasp, for example, the ordination 
of love to a being possessing a value, and also the essence of love as a 
value response. We understand that its two basic components, 
namely, the intentio unionis and the intentio benevolentiae, are consti-
tutively grounded in its essence. All this takes place neither in going 
around the object and observing it from without, nor by reaching 
through induction facts or features hidden to our immediate ap-
proach, but in an intuitive penetration of the object "from within," 
from the very core of its essence. 
     Obviously this type of knowledge possesses another level of rational 
light and intelligibility than observation and induction. This "insight" 
has a character of understanding which the mere stating of something 
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"from without" lacks completely. Here our mind is supported and em-
braced by the very meaning of the object, a real "preestablished har-
mony" between our intellect and the object. 
     The natural sciences are often considered as the model of criticism. 
In that they accept nothing unless it is a tangibly verifiable fact, they 
possess an admirable exactness. Of course, as we saw before, there are 
also some nonempirical elements in the sciences which cannot be 
verified in the same way as can inductive conclusions. Such are hy-
potheses, explanations, and interpretations. Even though there is some 
room for controversy in this area of hypotheses and interpretations, 
even though for a limited time there may be actual battles waged over 
conflicting results in science, medical science, for example, as hap-
pened in the Jenner affair over the smallpox vaccine, nonetheless, in 
general it remains true that the results in science are not controversial. 
This is in sharp contrast to philosophy, which seems to offer no result 
that is not scarred and seared by persistent and often violent contro-
versy. 
     Thanks to the fact that science is exact, that it offers the possibility 
of tangible verification, and most of all, that its results are for the most 
part noncontroversial, the opinion is common that science is much 
more "critical" than philosophy. This opinion is false. Even though 
philosophy may not be able to boast of an exactness of the kind found 
in mathematics or the natural sciences, yet philosophy is pervaded by 
the critical spirit to the highest degree. This is linked to the 
depth-dimension character of philosophy and also to the higher de-
gree of certitude that philosophy offers. 
     We saw before that another kind of "wondering'' is found in phi-
losophy than in science. The mere fact that epistemology plays such a 
great role in philosophy is ample and clear testimony that the philoso-
pher still questions and probes where the other sciences already are 
silently presupposing and taking certain things for granted. In analyz-
ing the various possibilities of knowledge, their validity and certainty, 
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philosophy goes into a deeper stratum than science ever does and is as 
such more critical. The critical "spirit" which moves Descartes in his 
methodical doubt is a typical example of this higher criticism in phi-
losophy. And the fact that philosophy can be satisfied only when it has 
grasped its object with absolute certitude, only when the questioned 
states of facts are either brought to evidence or ascertained by deduc-
tion based on evident premises, again discloses a greater criticism and, 
in another sense of the term, a greater exactness. True philosophy has, 
as it were, a much greater self-consciousness than any science. The 
philosopher is more conscious not only with respect to his object but 
also with respect to his own procedure and action. 
    True philosophy must exhibit greater cautiousness, and must never 
accept the slightest nonevident or unproved silent presupposition. It 
can never be satisfied with a vague or artificial conception. 
     That the results of philosophy are much more controversial is no 
argument against the greater criticism in philosophy nor against its 
higher type of exactness. We shall understand this after a brief look at 
the reasons for the controversial character of philosophical systems. 
     First, philosophical systems include to a great extent hypotheses 
and possible explanations which surpass the frame of classical phi-
losophical insights. Because unshakable and indubitable insights are 
interwoven in these systems with constructions and hypothetical ex-
planations, they unjustly share the fate of these constructions. They 
are dragged into the infinitely prolonged controversies to which the 
constructions and hypothetical explanations are naturally exposed. In-
sights like Augustine's si fallor, sum, or Plato's distinction in the Meno 
between apriori and empirical knowledge, or the Cartesian insight 
into the nonspatial character of the spiritual, or Kant's distinction be-
tween analytic and synthetic propositions, or Aristotle's distinction 
between efficient and final causes, are objectively and in themselves 
absolutely uncontroversial. They are evident and endowed with a 
higher certitude than any scientific result. But to be appreciated, phi-
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losophical insights require in us another intellectual organ than the 
one which operates by tangible verification. For someone who ap-
proaches them in an intellectual attitude which aims at a type of tan-
gible verification, even absolutely evident philosophical truths will be 
veiled. He acts like the man who wants to hear colors and to see tones. 
Moreover, the actualization of the philosophical organ presupposes, 
besides a specific intellectual gift, many general attitudes of the per-
son, such as reverence, spiritual élan, and many others. 
     Finally, we must not forget that there is a subconscious moral resis-
tance against many philosophical truths, which does not exist with re-
spect to scientific truths. We have dealt with this factor in knowledge 
in another work.2 The question of the existence of absolute truth, and 
many metaphysical and ethical problems, have obviously a different 
bearing on the depths of our personal life than have scientific facts. 
They have an existential bearing and imply consequences for our 
moral life. The subconscious reluctance to accept them thus plays an-
other role here than in the acceptance of the fact that "heat expands 
bodies," or that "water is composed of hydrogen and oxygen," or that 
"cosmic rays exist." Apart from these reasons for the more controver-
sial character of philosophy, we must realize that in the sciences also 
there is controversy, only it manifests itself in a different direction. 
There have been innumerable scientific theories of former times 
which are now reversed and abandoned. The immanent and, as it 
were, automatic progress which is proper to many sciences, especially 
natural sciences, entails a continuous rhythm of replacing one theory 
by another. We need only think of medicine and compare the theories 
in the eighteenth century, concerning the cause of certain diseases, 
with our present medical doctrines in order to see how one theory in 
the course of scientific progress dethrones a former one. 
     Philosophy, on the contrary, does not possess a similar immanent 
automatic progress. It is in no way an anachronism to encounter a 
                                                           
2 The New Tower of Babel, "Catholicism and Unprejudiced Knowledge:" 
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Platonist or an Aristotelian in the twentieth century. Although there 
undoubtedly exists a hidden "movement" in philosophy, which brings 
certain problems to the fore in a certain epoch and gives to this epoch 
the character of the hour for this new insight, this rhythm has in no 
way the character of a continuous replacing of one doctrine by an-
other. This intrinsic movement in philosophy, at which Hegel hints in 
his "thesis, antithesis, synthesis" doctrine is, first of all, something hid-
den and not obvious as is the progress in science. It is consequently a 
great and difficult task to trace this development in philosophy. It is, 
moreover, not continuous as in science, but exhibits many aberrations 
and interruptions. Above all, it never dethrones the real philosophical 
conquests. It never even makes them obsolete or superannuated. The 
great philosophical truths remain equally new and inspiring for any 
new epoch to come. This latter feature of philosophy is connected 
with the fact that sciences can be "learned," whereas philosophy re-
quires a full co-operation, and a real direct grasping of truths on the 
part of the one who reads a great work in philosophy, e.g., a Platonic 
dialogue or the Augustinian De Libero Arbitrio. 
     The transmission of philosophical truths presupposes a specific 
philosophical gift on the part of the receiver. Philosophical truths can-
not simply be accepted, as many parts of science can, but they must be 
understood in a direct contact with the object in question. And this 
also accounts for the fact that philosophical truths are more contro-
versial in one and the same epoch than are scientific theories. It also 
explains why philosophy does not possess the character of science 
which allows a teacher to say: "Science has proved," whereby one ut-
ters a result which is commonly accepted.  

Thus the reasons for the more controversial character of philosophy 
show clearly that it cannot be used as an argument against the emi-
nently critical character of philosophy. The fact of philosophical con-
troversy only proves that philosophers in general are less faithful to 
the requirements of true philosophy than scientists are to their own 
requirements. 
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We now see clearly that the difference separating the philosophical 
attitude toward knowledge from that of the other sciences is of a much 
more essential nature than the differences found in the separate sci-
ences themselves; the difference, for example, between the natural sci-
ences and the sciences like history, philology, political science, eco-
nomics, and the like. The grand difference is based on much more es-
sential and important modifications of knowledge as such. 

3. The positive relation of philosophy and scientific knowledge 

     It is not sufficient to point out the characteristics of the philosophi-
cal attitude and to distinguish it thereby from that of the other sci-
ences. We must also say a word about the positive relation of philoso-
phy to the other sciences. We must affirm, first of all, that philosophy 
is as incapable of answering scientific questions as the sciences are of 
solving philosophical problems. To overstep the boundary from either 
side is equally fateful. Well-differentiated knowledge-objects exist for 
philosophy on the one hand, and the sciences on the other. They stand 
side by side, however, in relation to each other. The objects of phi-
losophy need not always lie beyond those of the other sciences, as in-
deed happens with respect to ethics, aesthetics, epistemology, and so 
forth. As we saw before, the objects of philosophy are often the objec-
tive ground on which the other sciences move. 
     Thus, logic and epistemology deal with the presuppositions taken 
for granted and used by science. The philosophy of history, of lan-
guage, and of law deal with those questions and facts which are the si-
lent bases for the respective single sciences. They deal, for example, 
with the essence of history, of language, of law, and so forth. 
     But even where philosophy deals with objects which are basic, in 
one sense or another, for the other single sciences, its function and 
importance are never a mere preliminary service for science. It would 
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be completely false to assume that the meaning and importance of 
philosophy lie in its being a formal methodology of sciences, or even a 
merely formal basis of them. This assumption overlooks the most im-
portant parts of philosophy, whose objects lie beyond science. 
     What the philosophy of right or of language or of history offers are 
genuine philosophical insights, which have in no way the character of 
methodological preludes for the respective sciences. 
     On the other hand, it must also be said that neither do these sci-
ences depend in their own research upon the related philosophical 
disciplines. The historian need not know the true results of the phi-
losophy of history in order to be a great historian. If it is true that phi-
losophy is not the handmaid of the sciences, it is also true that phi-
losophy is not the master of sciences. They are in general independent 
of each other even when they deal with the same topic, in a larger 
sense of the term "topic." 
     Historically speaking, philosophical views have had a tremendous 
influence on the development of science, and scientific discoveries 
have had a great influence on the views of many philosophers. We are 
not here concerned, however, with the mutual influences of philoso-
phy and science which de facto took place, but rather with whether ob-
jectively they depend upon each other. In this respect different sci-
ences vary to a great extent. 
     There is a scale with respect to the mutual influence between phi-
losophy and science. The scale varies with the specific character of sci-
ences. In considering, first, the question of the dependence of a sci-
ence upon philosophy, we see that sciences like physics and chemistry 
do not presuppose a specific philosophy. Whatever may be the phi-
losophical view of a chemist, he may accomplish great achievements 
in his field. 
     In sciences like zoology and biology, on the contrary, the philoso-
phical view of a scholar does have an influence on his biological con-
ceptions, naturally not insofar as single observations are concerned, 
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but insofar as it is a question of their interpretation and their general 
evaluation. In a completely different way, his position on certain phi-
losophical problems will influence the historical conceptions of an his-
torian. A materialist will certainly write history in a different manner 
than a nonmaterialist, a personalist in a different manner than a col-
lectivist. Here, even the concrete acceptance of a fact as authentically 
historical may sometimes depend upon the "philosophy" of the histo-
rian. If he starts from the thesis, for example, that a miracle is some-
thing intrinsically impossible, and if he places it on the level of magic, 
he will not accept the reality of certain facts even if they are histori-
cally authenticated in the most scientific manner. In this context, of 
course, our topic is the influence, not of a conscious adherence to a 
philosophy, but of unformulated convictions which a scientist holds 
with respect to philosophical topics. The question is how far does a 
given science need to presuppose tacitly certain philosophical truths. 
     When we turn to certain modern sciences, such as sociology, psy-
chology, or psychiatry, a completely different situation is at stake. 
Here it is easy to see that the dependence upon philosophy reaches 
much further. The psychiatrist who does not see the difference be-
tween contrition and a guilt complex, or the difference between mere 
inhibitions and a consciousness of moral prohibitions, will inevitably 
be greatly frustrated in his own field. 
     In these "new" sciences, it is even true that a set of philosophical 
truths is the indispensable basis for any fruitful and adequate scientific 
research. This does not imply that the psychiatrist, sociologist, or psy-
chologist must start with philosophical research, but rather that he 
must have the right conception of certain philosophical topics for his 
own work. Whether he knows it or not, he inevitably presupposes cer-
tain philosophical theories. If they are wrong, it will have a fatal bear-
ing on the results in his own field. 
     What now shall be said of the influence of the sciences on philoso-
phy? As independent as philosophy in general is of science, as little as 
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the results of science can influence the results in ethics, aesthetics, 
epistemology, logic, or metaphysics, still the influence of science may 
be great in giving birth to new philosophical problems and new phi-
losophical questions. We have already mentioned in Chapter IV the 
role of empirical scientific results for certain philosophical problems, 
in the case of Bergson's Matter and Memory. But above all, the very 
existence of the different sciences, and the very fact of their develop-
ment, offer to philosophy many interesting epistemological problems. 
Thus we see that there is a mutual fecundation between science and 
philosophy. But this must never allow us to forget the essential differ-
ence between both and the value and importance which each pos-
sesses on its own. 

4. The method of philosophy 

     As we saw previously, only by going beyond observation and in-
duction can we obtain knowledge of the world of essences and the 
states of facts necessarily grounded in them. We obtain apriori knowl-
edge either by intuition or by deduction. 
     The tern "intuitive" for many people connotes the irrational. One 
believes that intuitive givenness has its home outside the bounds of 
philosophical rational penetration. If someone says that he grasps 
something intuitively, he is interpreted as saying that he has a myste-
rious and irrational contact with the object, a mystical vision, or at 
least a contact with it lying beyond rational knowledge. This is a com-
plete misunderstanding. We wish, therefore, to give a brief clarifica-
tion of the term "intuition." 
     We have pointed to the nature of intuitive givenness in a broad 
sense in Chapter VI, when dealing with the three marks of perception. 
We saw that the intuitive element consists in the full unfolding of a 
such-being before our mind, which is precisely to be found in percep-
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tion in contrast to inferring. We also saw that representation is more 
intuitive than meaning. Since, however, in representation we do not 
take cognizance of something, but only actualize knowing, by the term 
"intuitive knowledge" or "intuition," we always imply the further note 
of a self-present givenness of the object. Intuitive knowledge means 
here "perception," in the broadest sense of this term. Intuition in this 
sense plays a fundamental role in all of our knowledge, naïve and sci-
entific, as well as philosophical. 
     There is no need for us to stress the privileged position of intuition 
from the point of view of plenitude, fecundity, and intimacy of contact 
with the object. 
     Besides the broad sense, whereby intuition means the fully deploy-
ing, self-present object, there is a narrower and more specific sense of 
the term. By intuition or intuitive givenness in this narrower sense we 
refer to such a thing as "intellectual intuition." This is possible only in 
the case of the highly intelligible necessary such-being unities, which 
we have called the genuine essences, and the necessary and intelligible 
states of facts rooted in these essences. Intuitive givenness of this kind 
includes not only the self-presence and deployment of the essence of 
the object, but also a unique intelligibility which is present only in the 
case of these necessary essences. Here, therefore, "intuition" means 
that deployment of the essence before our mind which enables us to 
penetrate the object fully. In an intuition the object becomes luminous 
to us in its essence. It is, for this reason, the most radical and polar 
opposite to the case wherein our mind merely "falls externally" upon 
the such-being when it only bluntly observes it. Much more, this in-
tuitive grasping refers to that knowledge "from within," with which we 
previously became acquainted, and which makes possible also the ful-
fillment of the contemplative theme. Intuition in this specific sense 
possesses all the perfections of intuition in the broad sense in addition 
to those proper to it. What is more, intuition in the narrower sense 
does not always require for its accomplishment the self-presence of 
the object in perception. Thus, we do not require the perception of a 
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concrete person in order to penetrate intuitively the nature of person 
and grasp states of facts which are rooted in the essence of personal 
being - its nonspatial character, for instance. Placing a personal being 
before our mind, and then focusing on its essence is sufficient to allow 
us to reach an intuitive contact. Again we need not perceive the actual 
colors of orange, red, and yellow, in order to understand intuitively 
the essence relation which is affirmed by the proposition: "Orange lies 
between red and yellow." 
     We are not concerned at the moment with the fact that we need to 
perceive a being at least once in order to get acquainted with it. What 
matters here is not the primal experience of essence, but the fact that 
the contact with the being which is required for intuitive knowledge of 
essences may already be granted by placing an example of this being 
before our mind. The extraordinary fact here is that in the case of a 
necessary intelligible such-being, which we call a genuine essence, this 
essence is not simply represented, but is also self-given and self-
present the example through which it is given may be only repre-
sented. Yet we must pay special attention to the fact that if, for exam-
ple, we try to become clear about the essence of willing, and obtain the 
essence relation of "No willing without thinking," then what we do is 
not to analyze the concept willing, but rather to represent spiritually 
the such-being unity of willing, following this with an intuitive pene-
tration into it. We do not look at the concept of willing, nor at the 
meaning of the term "willing" and its characteristics. On the contrary, 
we turn to the unity of willing, not to its accidental features but to its 
very essence. We look at the intuitively revealed necessary and essen-
tial unity of willing. In the naïve perceiving of willing, more is already 
given to us than the mere existence of a such-being. The necessary 
genuine essence of willing is somehow given, but it is, as it were, still 
sealed. But when the philosophical question which seeks far the es-
sence is put, the nucleus of the essence is fixed upon and explicitly 
considered as such. It is only at this time, therefore, that we speak of 
an intuitive grasping in the strict, narrow sense. 

 267



     With regard to this strict intuition, it is essentially unimportant 
whether we proceed by means of a concrete perception or, instead, by 
a mere spiritual representation. For, even when we employ a concrete 
perception, the self-givenness of the essence which is implied in the 
intuitive grasping nourishes itself on the concrete givenness of the 
necessary unity, and not on the self-presence of the concrete object. 
We must above all realize that this intuition of a higher kind, possible 
only in the case of contents with a highly intelligible, necessary such-
being unity, is just as direct as intuition in the broad sense and is just 
as different from indirect, deduced knowledge. 
     It is not difficult to see that intuition in neither the broad nor the 
narrow sense implies anything "irrational." Indeed, as we have already 
seen, intuition in the narrow sense presents us with the ultimate 
source and climax of all ratio. The luminous intelligibility of a genuine 
essence, the completely spiritual penetration of an object "from 
within," is on the one hand the basis of all rational knowledge and, on 
the other, the climax of the knowing contact of our mind with an ob-
ject. Such an intuition is not limited to the direct grasping of an es-
sence itself. It extends also to the states of facts which are necessarily 
grounded in the essence; they likewise become luminously intelligible. 
For example, when in a philosophical attitude we represent to our-
selves an act of willing in its concrete essence, not only is willing itself 
intuitively given to us, but also the state of facts that there is "No will-
ing without understanding." The state of facts also is self-present, 
self-given, and intuitively deployed in its essence before our mind. 
The mind does not observe it simply from the outside, as it does any 
empirical fact like "Today the weather is fine." On the contrary, this 
state of facts becomes luminous. We penetrate it from within. It pos-
sesses a lucidity and intelligibility analogous to that of an essence. 
     After this brief clarification of the broad and narrow sense of intui-
tion, we may ask ourselves in what way philosophical knowledge is 
possible. We answer as follows: In most cases intellectual intuition is 
the only way of acquiring philosophical knowledge. This is exclusively 
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true, for example, in all ontologies of the different object-territories, as 
well as in ethics and aesthetics, among others. How else can one in-
tend to understand the difference between substance and accident, the 
nonspatial quality of psychical beings, the difference between motiva-
tion and mechanical causality, the difference between an efficient and 
a final cause, and the grounds and ratio of knowledge, if not by intui-
tive representation of the objects in question? We cannot deduce these 
differences, these states of facts, from anything else. Much less can we 
know them inductively. But intuition plays a prominent role even 
when deduction is both possible and necessary. This is true of deduc-
tion proper, and also of those "inferrings" which, as we saw, are in-
volved in what is the most important point in philosophy. Deduction 
proper is dependent upon the essentially intuitive character of the ini-
tial premises. In philosophy, moreover, deduction plays a minor role, 
not only quantitatively but also according to its importance. 
     In that unique case, however, wherein we infer from actual facts the 
fundamental fact of God's existence, not only is there demanded an 
especially high form of intuition in the broad sense, but also that es-
sence-premise which is the pivotal point of the inference is always 
grasped intuitively in the strict sense. At any rate, we can affirm as 
valid this general rule: The sphere of inferring philosophical knowl-
edge may never be entered by any formalization which abandons, 
more geometrico, as it were, the intuitive contact with the object in 
question and operates purely in a formal way with the premises. 
Whenever we deal with deductive knowledge we must always hold 
firmly to the living, concrete contact with being that is given in the 
premises which have been directly grasped. We should never leave our 
feet dangling in the air, basing all our deductions merely on a formal-
ization of a state of facts which is present in the meaning-unity of a 
proposition. On the contrary, we must base them on states of facts 
nourished and sustained by the intuitive givenness of the premises. 
     An all-essential difference between mathematical and philosophical 
knowledge is present here. As soon as one sees in mathematical 

 269



knowledge an ideal, and tries to proceed with an analogous formaliza-
tion in philosophy, the philosophical knowledge becomes sterile and 
fruitless. At times this attempt even leads to false results because, 
without the correction of a living contact with the object, one easily 
falsifies the proper meaning of a premise by an artificial formalization. 
     Finally, a direct understanding, that is to say, an intuition, is de-
manded for the ultimate laws which are the tacit presuppositions in 
any deductive knowledge and which make it possible for the conclu-
sion to identify itself as really existing. 
     We saw that philosophy does not resort to blunt observation and 
induction, that it is independent of experience in this sense, and that it 
presupposes only the such-being experience of its object. 
     Someone might object: "Do we not also in philosophy, when we 
analyze a being, look at many examples of it, at various situations, in 
order to reach its authentic nature? For instance, in analyzing the na-
ture of courage, do we not take several examples, do we not consult 
different types of courageous people: the temperamentally coura-
geous, the rash, the morally courageous, and so on? Do we not also 
observe the different examples, and do we not formulate inductive 
conclusions from our several repeated observations in order to find 
our way to a clear understanding of the nature of courage and the dif-
ferent types of courage? Do we not find such a way of proceeding in 
the dialogues of Plato, for instance in Lysis, Laches, or Protagoras?" 
    In answer we say that philosophy must indeed always consult real-
ity, must again and again in different examples intuit the essence, and 
listen to the information which the object alone can grant us. But this 
consultation radically differs from "observation" in the sense in which 
we use the term. And the function of the example in the process of 
grasping necessary intelligible facts rooted in the essence of a being 
has nothing in common with the one which the single observations 
have in an inductive process. 
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    The consultation of reality is here a continually repeated intuitive 
contact with the essence of the object. It is pervaded and guided by the 
light of the intelligible essence of the being. All the different examples 
here serve, first of all, only to immerse ourselves always anew in the 
full flavor of the real object, to protect us from any artificial construc-
tion, or from any imprisoning of ourselves in concepts; second, to 
eliminate everything which does not belong to the essence and is only 
accidentally connected with it. When, for instance, in analyzing the 
nature of love, we look at such an example as Romeo's love for Juliet, 
and then again at the love of Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, and 
again at the love of Dante for Beatrice, the analysis of all these exam-
ples is guided by an intuitive contact with the nature of love; it is in 
the light of this intuitive contact with the nature of love that we clearly 
grasp the elements of pride, ressentiment, and self-assertion in Heath-
cliff, which are as such incompatible with (though they are here com-
bined with) certain elements of love. In the case of Romeo and Dante, 
on the other hand, we find an authentic love. In Beethoven's Fidelio, 
however, a full typical embodiment of the essence of love is to be 
found. 
     The difference between this and observation and induction is 
clearly given. In the first place, the examples in philosophical consul-
tation of reality do not necessarily refer to really existing persons, be-
cause it is only the such-being which counts, whereas in empirical ob-
servation one deals only with really existing facts inasmuch as here the 
existence counts. Second, philosophical consultation does not look at 
the example from "without" and pick up every detail which it can find, 
without the help of the intelligibility of the whole being. On the con-
trary, in every single case, we have an intuitive contact with the intelli-
gible essence, whether it is an example which has the function of pre-
senting us with a typical embodiment of this essence, or an example 
with the function of helping us to eliminate all factors which, though 
coexisting, do not belong to the essence. During the entire process, it 
is the intuitively given intelligible essence which, embodied in the ex-
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ample, informs us, and which shines forth when we look at it, always 
granting us new insights, always presenting us from "rushed" state-
ments, always fecundating our mind anew with its plenitude. And 
again, it is the intelligible intuitively given essence which forms the 
background against which all the examples are checked to eliminate 
all elements which only apparently resemble the essence in question. It 
is continually a consultation of reality whereby the object is grasped 
"from within." There is no inductive "inferring" in a philosophical con-
sultation of reality. The grasping of necessary intelligible facts rooted 
in the essence is a purely intuitive process. 
     Philosophical consultation is not a cautious going-around "from 
without," whereby only the real experience of a here-and-now exis-
tence can support our knowledge, and where the mere fact of exis-
tence replaces the intelligibility. It is the always renewed fecundation 
of our mind with the plenitude of the intelligible essence. It is the 
step-by-step progress of delving deeper into this essence, always by in-
tuitive insights. And even though philosophical consultation of reality 
differs from observation, description, and induction, the philosophical 
intuition which goes with it is in a certain way much closer to reality 
than is the contact of science. True philosophy is in a certain sense less 
abstract than science. Certainly, it is a difference which is again de-
termined by the object in question. The highly intelligible necessary 
essence grants a more intimate contact, a greater proximity to our in-
tellect, than do objects and facts which are the topic of science. But be-
cause of this, philosophy is found to observe an intimate contact with 
the full plenitude of these intelligible beings, and to abstain from an 
abstract journey from concept to concept. In always going back to 
concrete examples, philosophy aims to reach the full sapere, the 
full-flavor of the object, and to do justice to its real specific nature in 
all its mysterious richness and existential flavor. In this sense of the 
term "empirical," philosophy must be more empirical than the sci-
ences, especially the exact natural sciences. 

 272



5. Phenomenology 

     The term phenomenology has already assumed an ambiguous 
character today. One meaning of phenomenology is that which 
Husserl gave to this tern after 1913, in his Ideen, and all subsequent 
works. It is this meaning which is the topic of Father Quentin Lauer's 
Triumph of Subjectivity, and which, according to him, leads Husserl to 
Transcendental Idealism. 
     But a completely different meaning of phenomenology is in strict, 
radical opposition to any idealism. It signifies in fact the most outspo-
ken objectivism and realism. It is this meaning of phenomenology 
which we find in the writings of Adolf Reinach, Alexander Pfaender, 
myself, and several others, and which we, at least, identified with the 
meaning of phenomenology in the first edition of Husserl's Logische 
Untersuchungen. In fact, the historical impact of this work of Husserl, 
attracting students of all countries to Göttingen, was due to its unam-
biguous refutation of psychologism, subjectivism, and all types of rela-
tivism. 
     The phenomenological approach in this sense is chiefly synony-
mous with the intuitive analysis of genuine, highly intelligible es-
sences. It is neither a reduction of the world to mere phenomena, nor 
a mere description of appearances or of subjective experiences. Nor is 
phenomenology a mere prise de conscience of the meaning of our con-
cepts, but it is concerned with the very essence of the object. It is 
rather the approach which is at the basis of every great philosophical 
discovery, whether found in Plato's Meno, Aristotle's Organon or in 
the Si fallor, sum argument of St. Augustine. It is always to be found 
when a real, intuitive contact with an object having a genuine essence 
is attained in contrast not only to observation and induction, but to all 
constructions, speculations, or hypotheses. It is also in contrast to any 
genetic approach which claims that we understand the object when we 
know its causes; it is likewise in contrast to the position which sees the 
climax of intellectual penetration in the definition of the object. 
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     Thus, phenomenology seems not to be something new. And yet, 
because former philosophers used this arch-method of philosophy 
only occasionally, and always unsystematically, without being con-
scious of it as a method, we may say that phenomenology is new and 
even revolutionary. For phenomenology as a systematic method ex-
cludes the confusion of evident insights with mere hypotheses, 
whereas we see often in former philosophic works real insights placed 
on the same level as hypotheses. 
     But that is not all. What is also new in phenomenology is its em-
phasis on the existential, immediate intuitive contact with the object, 
in opposition to any abstractionism or any dealing with mere con-
cepts. Finally, what is perhaps especially new in phenomenology is 
that this method is used, not only de facto, but epistemologically 
founded and legitimated by means of the all-important distinction be-
tween genuine essences and mere morphic unities. Obviously, because 
Father Lauer's book deals only with phenomenology in the sense of 
the later Husserl, that is, as Transcendental Idealism, none of his ar-
guments have any relevance whatever to phenomenology in our sense. 
Father Lauer says in the same book (p. 142): "The appeal, for example, 
which we find in the ethics of Max Scheler or of Dietrich von 
Hildebrand, owes more to its Augustinian foundation than to its phe-
nomenological elaboration." Astonishingly enough, he does not seem 
to grasp the radically different nature of phenomenology in my works 
as contrasted to Husserl's phenomenology. Instead of interpreting my 
ethical work as a hidden Augustinianism which parades under the 
garb of phenomenology, he might have inferred how much of a phe-
nomenologist St. Augustine truly was in his great philosophical dis-
coveries. 
     By this we touch on one of the specific features of phenomenology 
mentioned above, namely, its existential contact with reality, its com-
merce with the living plenitude and full flavor of being in contrast to 
any preoccupation with merely abstract concepts. 
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     The phenomenological approach is not, however, restricted to the 
philosophical analysis of genuine essences, that is, to philosophical ap-
riori knowledge. It is also indispensable for the deeper understanding 
of many data which play a predominant role in the humanities, such 
as a great individual personality, or the cultural epoch of baroque, or 
an individual work of art like King Lear, Mozart's Don Giovanni, etc. 
     Besides its existential contact with reality, phenomenology is fur-
ther characterized by its facing the object itself and by its methodical 
concern to do justice to the qualitative nature of the object. The true 
phenomenologist does not believe that he can know the object in its 
qualitative self-identity simply by gathering information about all 
those data connected with the object which can be bluntly stated. He 
sharply disagrees, therefore, with, say, the historian of art who believes 
that he will attain a real knowledge of a work of art, simply by explor-
ing all sociological influences on an artist and his work, and by mi-
nutely analyzing the history of his life. He would charge the historian 
with proceeding in a typically non-phenomenological way. On the 
other hand, the one who approaches the work phenomenologically 
concentrates on the very nature of the work of art itself, its beauty, its 
atmosphere, and tries to grasp the specific character and individuality 
of this work by an intuitive delving into it.3

                                                           
3 It is obvious that the phenomenological approach presupposes a specific talent 
which is not always found in a would-be critic or observer. There are many men who 
are able to grasp the surrounding facts which can be simply stated, but are unable to 
accomplish understanding of the work itself by an intuitive contact. In our introduc-
tion, we spoke of these two basic different capacities in man. Now the fact that specific 
capacities are presupposed in a man in order to grasp certain truths - capacities which 
are not granted to every man - is in no way an argument against a proposed method. 
Nor does it imply any subjectivity whatsoever. It is a great and widespread error to 
assume that the objectivity and validity of a truth depend upon the fact that everyone 
and anyone can grasp it or that we can prove it in such a way that everyone must ac-
cept it. This assumption itself is not, however, evident, nor has anyone ever attempted 
to prove it. It is one of the many silent presuppositions which have crept into philoso-
phy during its long history. In certain cases one is not even aware of such presupposi-
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     Phenomenology is the very antithesis to the anti-qualitative trend 
which we find in some thinkers who are deluded by the prejudice that 
the more something possesses a qualitative plenitude, the less is it ra-
tional and intelligible. Phenomenology, on the contrary, implies a full 
receptiveness for the essential perfume of spiritual, cultural entities in 
all their existential and qualitative plenitude. But here again we must 
emphasize the radical antithesis between the phenomenological sight 
and any mere description. Even here, where the object does not yield 
to the cognizance of apriori facts, where there is no question of our 
reaching necessary and highly intelligible states of facts, the phe-
nomenological sight, because it understands the object in its unity 
from within, differs essentially from a description. For this consists in 
merely observing and stating the single features and is, as it were, a go-
ing around the object. 
     In later publications we intend to deal in great detail with the role 
of phenomenology in understanding important singular objects of 
history and culture. Here it may suffice to stress first that the phe-
nomenological approach is not restricted exclusively to philosophy; 
second, that this element of phenomenology just discussed, namely, its 
intuitive and immediate contact with the given reality in its living 
plenitude and flavor, clearly reveals the affinity between phenomenol-
ogy and any serious existentialism, for example, that found in Gabriel 
Marcel's works. 

                                                                                                                             
tions; in other cases, one deals with them as if they were evident and thus need not be 
proved. They are anything but evident, however. To this family of illegitimate tacit 
presuppositions belongs also this extension of equality to the domain of knowledge 
and truth. 
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VIII. THE MEANING OF PHILOSOPHY FOR 
MAN 

     We saw what kind of unique knowledge-interest is incorporated 
into philosophical inquiry and also what a completely new stage of 
awakening of the human mind is implied by it. As we saw in the be-
ginning, all knowledge is a special form of intentional participation in 
the objects known. It is, moreover, the presupposition for all other 
forms of spiritual participation. 
     Philosophical knowledge is the prototype of knowledge. In it the 
first perfection of knowledge in general within the natural sphere 
reaches its high point. As the knowledge of centrally important reali-
ties in their essence, and as the penetration of the essence from within 
with a completely new intelligibility, philosophical knowledge grants a 
participation in being incomparably higher than all the other types of 
knowledge as such. The philosophical putting of a question aims at a 
participation in being which is indescribably deeper and more inti-
mately related to eternity. The philosophical eros, which is incorpo-
rated in the Platonic Dialogues and, uniquely, in the works of St. 
Augustine, aims at a becoming-accepted into the kingdom of truth as 
such. This is at the base of the solemnity and the ardor characteristic 
of the striving for true philosophical knowledge. It is found also in the 
threefold thematicity of philosophical knowledge, namely, the no-
tional theme, the theme of the object itself, and the contemplative 
theme. Philosophical knowledge is a fundamental position of the hu-
man mind. Just as knowledge in general is a basic component of per-
sonal life and being, so philosophical knowledge, not only as the high-
est form of natural knowledge but also as the most classical form of 
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explicit and systematic knowledge, is the basic position of the human 
spiritual person. It is grounded in the meaning and essence of man as 
such. 
     Compared to philosophy, all the other sciences not only have a 
more special knowledge but also a knowledge which is not centrally 
grounded in the essence and meaning of man. This is so both because 
the object of a philosophical inquiry has a more central importance 
than the objects of the other sciences and because philosophical 
knowledge, above all other kinds, is the deepest and most classical. In 
fine, it is the highest fulfillment of natural knowledge in general. 
     It is no accident that philosophical inquiry stands at the beginning 
of all systematic theoretical inquiry, and that all sciences are children 
of philosophy. For philosophical inquiry is the basic position of the 
awakened and cognizing human mind. The philosophical thirst is of 
an elementary, classical nature inasmuch as it is very deeply grounded 
in the metaphysical situation of man in his being ordered toward God, 
the very Fountain of all being and all truth. The philosophical thirst is 
grounded in man's task to penetrate, by knowledge, reality as an image 
of God, which has itself been ordered to God. Man has the task to 
penetrate reality and then lovingly to embrace it. 
     The philosophical eros is at its very heart a basic form of man's 
natural longing far God, the absolute truth and the source of all truth. 
The direction toward philosophical knowledge, therefore, exists in 
some form in every man, albeit completely covered over and made 
unconscious, and even despite the fact that only a few possess the in-
tellectual capability to attain to a real and autonomous philosophical 
knowledge. 
Philosophic inquiry is the basic question of the human mind. It is the 
archcomponent of the spirit turned toward God and a component also 
of its natural bond to God. 
     Philosophic inquiry and knowledge is not only the most classical 
form of theoretical knowledge; in the truest sense of the word, it is also 
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"closer to life" than all the other scientific kinds of knowledge. Nothing 
is more erroneous and childish than to look upon a philosopher as a 
man who lives in the clouds and is occupied with abstruse problems, 
as a man who has lost every living contact with reality. This is an error 
typical of a pragmatic, shortsighted, banal attitude which sees a con-
tent as real and important for life only to the degree that it satisfies an 
external, even an indispensable practical need. This error is analogous 
to the one which represents the religious man as one who lives in the 
clouds and becomes estranged from life and its realities because of re-
ligion. 
     I say an analogous error, for the latter is even more stupid and 
childish, inasmuch as the religious attitude is indeed the center and 
the forma of the true life. Still, there is an analogy in the misunder-
standing which lies at the root of both errors, namely, the failure to 
grasp the paradox that the glance into eternity deals with the center of 
the temporal life much more than does the preoccupation with the ex-
ternal needs of life. Analogous also is the attitude of ressentiment 
against the world of the essential and the eternal. It embodies the 
wrong concept of reality and "nearness to life." 
     This prejudice against philosophy is nourished by all "practical" and 
banal minds. They ignore the power of the Idea; they have not the 
slightest inkling of what unheard-of consequences have resulted from 
philosophical errors and genuine philosophical knowledge in the po-
litical and economic spheres – both of which even they recognize as 
real and important for life. This prejudice against philosophy is not 
confined to banal minds, however. It is also found in some of the 
minds of those who are representatives of the various sciences. Al-
though the latter understand the meaning and value of systematic 
theoretical knowledge, although they demand such knowledge for 
their own scientific research and look with contempt upon the banal 
minds, they nonetheless think that philosophical inquiry is a superflu-
ous intellectual luxury. They regard philosophical inquiry as a vain 
expedition into an abstract world. They see it as lying beyond the in-
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vestigation of the "real" world, as an overemphasizing of the theoreti-
cal and as foreign to life. We pass over in silence their complaints 
about the inexactness and unscientific quality which they deem to be 
bound up with the philosophical method. 
     In truth, however, philosophy is in many respects much closer to 
life than are all the other sciences. In the first place, the questions of 
philosophy are primarily of a deeper and much more universal impor-
tance for man and life than those of the other sciences. We need think 
only of ethics, and philosophy of community, philosophy of law, and, 
above all, natural theology. But even in those cases where the content 
of the object in its universal character is not easily grasped as having a 
direct significance, philosophy yet deals in a way completely different 
from science with things related to man, his destiny, the position from 
which his real life as a spiritual person proceeds, and the ground on 
which he evidently stands with his whole being and in which he is 
rooted. This difference between philosophical questions and those of 
the other sciences is still valid even when we consider that, within the 
sciences themselves, some are directly related to man and his life and 
others are more distant. History and medicine belong to the first class 
and mathematics and mineralogy to the second. Logic, which deals 
with the formal bases of all truth; metaphysics, which deals with the 
essence and basic forms of being; epistemology, which investigates the 
certainty of the foundations of knowledge all deal with questions 
treating of the constitutive elements of the spiritual space in which we 
live and work. 
     Philosophical knowledge, second, as a prototype of knowledge in 
general, is a much more linear continuation and fulfillment of the 
highest form of naïve knowledge than are all the other kinds of scien-
tific knowledge. To be sure, it requires a much more essential awaken-
ing, a much sharper eruption from the ordinary attitudes of life than 
do all the other sciences. This is so because philosophy is completely 
unpragmatic and proceeds from a nonactual position. Despite this dis-
tance from the ordinary attitudes of life, philosophy in its direction 
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toward the essential, substantial content of things yet stands in an in-
comparably deeper relation to the spiritual life of the person, and es-
pecially to the above-mentioned highest form of naive knowledge. 
     Third, philosophical knowledge is linked, too, in a manner com-
pletely different from that of science to classical "common sense," that 
is, to the aspect which the world offers in the organic living contact of 
the mind with reality. Philosophy aims at the intuitively graspable 
necessary essences of things and does not draw conclusions "from 
without," from a hidden essence. Consequently, there exists no gap be-
tween the naïve worldview and the world-view of true philosophy as 
there does between physics and the naïve view of the world. 
     Even as philosophy deals mercilessly with false "common sense," 
the kingdom of doxa, the world-view that results from inorganic theo-
retical reasoning, so true philosophy is linked respectfully to all that 
discloses the object to man in a naïve living contact. Thus, the phi-
losophical essence-analysis of beauty or love does not sovereignty dis-
regard what these contents disclose in prephilosophical, living, or-
ganic experience. On the contrary, it refers back to these springs of re-
ality, not, however, in order to elevate the aspect given in the naïve ex-
perience to a theoretical and systematic consciousness, but rather to 
proceed from it and to push forward to an essence-analysis of the 
thing itself. Hence, it not only broadens and deepens but also rectifies 
the naïve aspect. Never, however, will philosophy treat the naïve as-
pect disrespectfully or disregard it, as physics does, for example, when 
it substitutes "vibrations" for colors and tones. No, philosophy fulfills 
its deepest intentions with regard to the naïve aspect. 
 
     We see, therefore, that although philosophical knowing and inquiry 
proceed from a position which is removed from all the whirl of actual-
ity, they are nevertheless a form of systematic theoretical knowledge 
which is closer to life than those of the other sciences. Moreover, phi-
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losophy requires for its research no physical apparatus and no compli-
cated method. Yet it has the deepest effect on human life. 
     Here we touch a very difficult problem, which we have already 
mentioned earlier, namely, the manner in which philosophical results, 
which are completely directed toward being understood and not 
merely toward being communicated, can penetrate to the broadest 
masses, who are unable to grasp philosophical knowledge. Of course, 
we think here of the results of genuine philosophy and not of popular 
philosophy, which from the start chooses its level to match the unphi-
losophical intellect. 
     We have already seen the unfortunate role that erroneous philoso-
phical attitudes play in false common sense and inorganic reasoning 
about the world. It represents the illegitimate penetration of false phi-
losophy into the organic, theoretical, prescientific world-view of man. 
In the recent past, it has resulted in widespread subjectivism, skepti-
cism, relativism, and so forth. But there is also another kind of pene-
tration. This is the legitimate but unconscious and uncritical influence 
which the prescientific world-view absorbs from the results of pure 
philosophy. Even from a formal point of view this legitimate influence 
is completely different from the illegitimate penetration of false phi-
losophies. 
     First of all, it is not a question of genuine philosophical results be-
ing grasped uncritically by the dilettante, by the inorganic spiritual 
register of a person's mind. On the contrary, the question of a legiti-
mate influence is centered around the penetration of a philosophical 
truth into that aspect of the world which organically grows out of a 
naïve living contact, with the result that there forms an orderly, 
enlightened, purified, and solidified principle. 
     Let us give examples of this in ethics, logic, and metaphysics. The 
simple man has a naïve living contact with goods endowed with an 
ethical value. True ethics does not sovereignly disregard the world dis-
closed in the naïve grasping of these values. Rather, it elevates the 
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deepest and most correct of the naïve impressions to another stage of 
consciousness and forms the mind into a lasting conviction. It purifies 
the impression of all murky elements, all "idols," which combine 
haughtiness with concupiscence, and it fixes our gaze on the truly 
ethical elements in the naïve experience. Ethical values, such as gener-
osity, the forgiving of a wrong suffered, self-less love, all of which per-
haps flash up in the highest moments of naive experience, only to be 
obscured for the most part by idols like "honor," revenge, and so on, 
are elevated by the basic propositions of genuine ethics to a possession 
that cannot be lost, to an unchangeable attitude. Nor do logic and true 
metaphysics pull the carpet from under the naïve world-view by 
means of abstruse, unclassical constructions. Quite the contrary. They 
elevate the classical elements of the simple world-view to the sphere of 
a clear consciousness. They dig out the classical heart of things and 
present them purified and clear. 
     Thus we see that philosophy does not act upon the spiritual center 
of the inorganic reasoning, but rather influences the naïve, living con-
tact itself. It does this through ordering, purifying, and illuminating 
the impressions obtained in the naïve, organic, living contact. It trans-
forms these impressions into rectified convictions which are perma-
nent. The role of philosophy here is to be a judge that does not elimi-
nate what is presented, but rather deepens and clarifies it. 
     Again, this legitimate influence of philosophy is by no means the 
same as the suggestive penetration of fragments from a fashionable 
philosophy which are then uncritically taken over by the theorizing 
dilettante as allegedly indisputable starting points. The mediation be-
tween genuine philosophical results and the ordinary person is ac-
complished by the classical man, who not only understands philoso-
phical truths, but also translates their integral ethos and perspective in 
such a way that the classical nature of the basic philosophical thoughts 
is intuitively reflected in them. These are the qualified transmitters of 
basic philosophical truths. From them these truths are then received 
with a reverent preparedness by the man who remains rooted in the 
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naïve living contact and who, precisely in his innocence and freedom 
from pseudo criticism, is equipped with a latent sense for truth. Such 
classical men are not simply formal "authorities." Intuitively mediated, 
however, the truths they teach bear the stamp of something which 
comes "from above." 
     Just this latent sense for truth is authentic common sense, which 
refuses to accept abstruse and arbitrary theories. It is the sense of 
those persons who stand in an organic living contact with reality, who 
are theoretically unwarped, so that they very willingly accept whatever 
is linked to the objective logos of an object insofar as this logos has dis-
closed itself to them in naïve experience. Even when this naïve experi-
ence is by far exceeded by the mediated philosophical truth, the latter 
simply leads deeper into the language of the object and is never com-
pletely removed from this language. These naïve people certainly do 
accept philosophical truths without criticism, without a philosophical 
examination of them. Nevertheless, unless dilettante, inorganic rea-
soners, they do not take over such truths in an illegitimate manner. 
For philosophy appeals not to their minds, which are willing enough 
to know theoretically and yet which lack the suitable means, but rather 
to their naïve sense which is much more at home in the truth. 
     We see, therefore, the profound mission of philosophy with respect 
to the whole life of man – for philosophers themselves, first of all, but, 
second, for the people who, although not professional philosophers, 
are yet full personalities with a classical receptivity for truth. Even 
though they are incapable of their own philosophical research, such 
people not only understand philosophical truth, but even embody it in 
their personality. They, and not the mere theorizing students of a phi-
losopher, are entrusted with the tradition of truth for the unphiloso-
phical masses.1 Philosophy has its importance also for a third type of 

                                                           
1 Of course, we do not mean to contradict the fact that the inner philosophical tradi-
tion actually belongs to the students and disciples of the philosophers. 
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man, namely, the naïve person who is unable to gain a theoretical un-
derstanding of philosophical truth. He must accept these truths from 
the mediator personalities just discussed. With regard to all three, the 
philosopher himself, the mediator, and the naïve man, despite the very 
different relation of each toward philosophical truth, philosophy pos-
sesses the deepest importance for the whole of life. It enlightens, deep-
ens, purifies, and sanely solidifies living contact with the world of ob-
jects. 
     In a negative respect philosophy has the mission to sweep away the 
fog which comes from inorganic theoretical reasoning and lies like a 
suffocating cloak over the meaning-content of being as it flashes up in 
naïve living contact. Philosophy has the task of prohibiting and de-
stroying all the transgressions of the undigested results of different 
sciences into the metaphysical sphere in an amateurish chatter about 
them. Philosophy must sweep away the kingdom of doxa, just as Soc-
rates did in a unique manner in the field of ethics. 
     In a positive respect philosophy has a basic function for the build-
ing of a spiritual earthly cosmos. Like a spiritual skeleton, its basic 
truths must support the flesh of community life, art, poetry, and the 
whole culture. Philosophy must help form the life of the individual 
from this point of view. Every cultural epoch has its immanent phi-
losophical basis, and one of the measures for the classicity of an epoch 
is the truth or falsity of this basis. We think here of philosophical the-
ses which are embodied in a certain culture as such. Let us, therefore, 
not confuse this immanent philosophical basis with some fashionable 
philosophy which happens to be the ruling one of an epoch. 
     The path along which these basic philosophical truths penetrate the 
lives of those masses who are destined neither for philosophical re-
search and teaching nor for philosophical learning, is not, as we have 
already seen, an intellectual path. The results of philosophy are not 
meant to be theoretically understood by every individual in a popular-
ized form. These results have to penetrate the spiritual space of a 
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time-epoch by means of their direct effect upon certain classical per-
sonalities who intuitively reflect the philosophy in their ethos, that is, 
upon great poets, statesmen, and the like. This results in the accep-
tance of truths by the individual unphilosophical man, not as theoreti-
cal but as embodied truths, which can be accepted with a genuine 
common sense. 
     It now becomes clear how far removed from a mere unproductive 
reflection is genuine philosophy. We see what kind of highly classical 
indispensable mission it possesses for the life of mankind and the in-
dividual, not to mention the high meaning and value which philoso-
phical knowledge possesses in itself. But the meaning and importance 
of philosophical inquiry and knowledge, which it possesses apart from 
its self-importance and value, as the deepest natural truth-contact with 
reality, is not yet exhausted. 
     Philosophy fulfills its highest mission by leveling the way for relig-
ion, by preparing for it and serving it. Philosophical knowledge has its 
climax in the knowledge of the existence of God and of His attributes 
as grasped by the natural light of reason. Its highest step is the under-
standing of the existence of the absolute personal Being by whom 
every being is created, who is imaged by all beings, and toward whom 
all beings are ordered. The proofs for the existence of God, as previ-
ously explained and clarified, are the classical preamble to faith. 
     Not even this, however, exhausts the importance of philosophy for 
religion, and still less for theology. 
     For religion presupposes all basic philosophical truths. What is dis-
closed by revelation remains beyond what is accessible to philosophy. 
It lies above philosophy, however, and not aside from it. Religion im-
plicitly presupposes, therefore, basic philosophical truths, such as the 
objectivity and autonomy of being, the incompatibility of being and 
nonbeing, the objective validity of values, the existence of personal be-
ings, the freedom of human decision, the fact that every value de-
mands a positive response on the part of the person, the fact that the 
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higher value should be preferred to the lower, and so forth. The per-
manent solidification, and the explicitly essential bringing to con-
sciousness, of our convictions about these basic truths is, therefore, 
part of the ground of religion in ourselves and is also a preamble to 
faith, although in a sense other than that of the proofs for the exis-
tence of God. Certainly, God is able to call into being the children of 
Abraham from stones. He can give a man the grace of the living faith 
without any philosophical preparation, and then the one to whom 
such grace has been given possesses all basic philosophical truths per 
eminentiam. Even so, and in this sense also, philosophy has objectively 
the mission of being a preamble to faith, and this in such a way that 
the degree of clearness and solidification of explicit convictions, en-
gendered by basic philosophical truths, create a proportionately favor-
able situation for the reception of faith. In this sense, the Pla-
tonic-Aristotelian philosophy was looked upon as a preparation for 
the truths of the Christian Revelation, however little the philosophy 
itself could say about the truth and reality of Revelation. 
     Finally, philosophical inquiry as such means a longing for philoso-
phical knowledge, for a contemplative gaze upon the thing known. As 
we have already seen, this is a significant counterpart to the religious 
longing for God. In turning toward the centrally important contents 
of the world, the philosophical eros leads the human mind into the 
depths of reality. As Plato says, it leads man "to his true home." It di-
rects his glance away from the world of perishing things, of things ac-
cidental, and fixes it on the world of the eternal, on the meaning of 
things in themselves which they possess as images of God and as 
things ordered to Him. In such a way does philosophy prepare the 
soul for the acceptance of the revelation of God. 
     The philosophical eros with its contemplative goal, its considera-
tion of being from a position of an eternity, removed from the whirl of 
actuality, its respectful sense of listening and allowing things to unfold 
themselves in their proper content and importance in themselves, its 
freedom from all pragmatic elements – this acts in an important way 
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upon the growth of those spiritual organs which are indispensable for 
a truly deep and full religious life. 
     It is clear, therefore, what rank rightly belongs to philosophical in-
quiry. True philosophizing carries man into recollection and frees him 
from all alleged autarchy. In it mankind becomes, like Daniel, the 
"man of longing," of that longing which St. Augustine expressed when 
he said: "Our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee." The true phi-
losopher is, like Plato, paidagogos eis Christon, the preparer of the way 
to Christ. 
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