IN DEFENSE OF THE INTUITION OF BEING

]AMES G. HANINK

The intuition of being was lived in actu exercito by St. Thomas[...]
but I do not know (and this is perhaps due to my ignorance) of a treatise
or disquisitio where it has been studied[...] in actu signato.
-Jacques Maritain, Untrammeled Approaches 1
I. INTRODUCTION

For John Paul II, a Thomistic personalist,2 metaphysics is at the heart
of philosophy; and the act of being, actus essendi, is at the heart of
metaphysics. "[T]he philosophy of being," he writes, "is based upon the
very act of being itself, which allows a full and comprehensive
openness to reality as a whole, surpassing every limit to reach the One
who brings all things to fulfillment" (Fides et Ratio #97).
Jacques Maritain is a key source for any exploration of the actus
essendi and, indeed, a thinker whom the Holy Father thanks for his
broad contribution to philosophy (Fides et Ratio #74). Maritain insists
that an intuition of being is vital to an appreciation of the actus essendi.
He places this intellective intuition in the judgment that follows
abstractive apprehension; this prior apprehension itself depends on
sense perception. In distinguishing between apprehension and
judgment, he takes pains not to undermine the unity of the intellect.
Yet only in judgment, he claims, does idealism (the thesis that to be is
to be present to the perceiver) give way to realism (the thesis that to be
is to be the subject of an act of existing). Judgment, he writes, "affirms
or posits in the mind" the suppositum; and it does so "as that subject
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itself is posited.. .in extra-mental reality." To make this judgment is "to
grasp intuitively, or to see, the being, the existence, the extra-mental
esse of that subject.'' 3
This is the intuition of being. Its object, the actus essendi, drives the
actualization of whatever is real in accord with its potentiality. An
intuition of this act of being leads one to the intelligibility of being, its
ratio entis. One grasps particular existents as having the act "to be," or
"quasi habens esse.''4 One appreciates that everything is in its own
analogous way.
But is there, on a close analysis, such an intuition at the core of
metaphysics? In what follows, I state what some take to be the
strongest objection to the thesis that there is such an intuition and
explore what prompts it. Then I argue that the objection is not
persuasive. Lastly, I suggest that other objections might be equally
problematic.
II. THE SENSORY LIMIT OBJECTION

For ease of reference, we can call the objection at issue "the sensory
limit objection." It claims that, given our epistemic limitations, we can
have no such intuition of being. For us, the act of existing is restricted
to sensible objects, for example, wine and roses-and those who enjoy
them. But metaphysics, the study of being as such, cannot limit itself to
physical things and their sensible properties. Metaphysics treats of ens
inquantum est ens. So whatever we find at the core of metaphysics must
itself transcend the material. Thus, a friend of the thesis that an
intuition of being is at the core of metaphysics faces a formidable task.
He or she must show how, for us, this intuition could have bearing not
just on physical things but on both possible beings and super-sensible
beings as well.
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Both Etienne Gilson 5 (famously) and john Knasas 6 (recently) argue
that such a showing is impossible. Gilson says that an intuition of esse
would be an intuition of God, and we can have no such intuition. Any
intuition that we might have would be of the esse of sensible objects.
From the knowledge of such contingent beings, we might then argue
for the existence of esse ipse subsistens. But an argument is not an
intuition. Moreover, we cannot think without initial images, yet we
have no such image of existence as existence.
john Knasas, for his part, frames his objection in terms of the
structure of analogy. That structure involves a sameness understood in
terms of differences. We can term such analogical concepts
"analogons" and their instances "analogates." But for us the analogates
of esse are always sensible. So they cannot give us the range of cases
requisite for us to grasp immaterial analogates of esse. He writes that
"we only know the analogon of analogous esse through its analogates,
and these are sensible. This locus for the apprehension of the analogon
fails to provide sufficient insight into the analogon to grasp possible
immaterial instances of analogous esse."7 Regrettably for us, then,
analogy has inescapable and empirical limits.
We have before us, then, two distinct forms of the sensory limit
objection to the intuition of being. The first, that of Gilson, claims that
such an intuition is tantamount to an intuition of God, and this is
impossible. The second, that of Knasas, claims that an analogy of being
cannot extend beyond the sensible beings upon which our knowledge is
based.
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III. A PRELIMINARY ABOUT NATURAL PHILOSOPHY
In answering the sensory limit objection, there is a preliminary
point to make about the division of labor within philosophy. The point
is this: the intuition of being does not displace natural philosophy as an
approach to metaphysics. Benedict Ashley, O.P., among others, fears
some such displacement, perhaps on the part of those with differing
views on the place of Aristotelian foundations in science.8 This fear is
unnecessary. Without natural philosophy, we cannot make sense of
generation and corruption nor of matter and form. In setting the stage
for a causal inquiry into the coming to be of matter and form, natural
philosophy prepares us for the intuition of being. "[M]etaphysical
intuition," Maritain writes, "is formally independent of the philosophy
of nature" and yet "materially and as to us, it presupposes the
philosophy of nature [... ]." 9 In affirming esse, moreover, we can scarcely
forget essences and natures. Maritain rightly warns us that "[I]f you
abolish essence, or that which esse posits, by that very act you abolish
existence, or esse." 10
Beyond this preliminary point about natural philosophy, however,
three additional factors help us counter the sensory limit objection.
The first is our experience of a wide range of irreducible singularities
which transcend the empirical. The second is the role of the free and
cognitive acts which characterize our capacity to transcend the
material. The third is the very richness of sensation which itself
provides for an analysis that, in leading to the metaphysical, can trigger
an intuition of being.
IV. IRREDUCIBLE SINGULARITIES
What, for a start, are these irreducible singularities? Consider a rose
that attracts our gaze. Through sense perception, and an abstractive
process, we know that a rose is present to us. But we need to move to the
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judgment that the rose exists. In making this judgment, we might have
an intuition of being, and in various ways.
For the philosopher, perhaps rather an odd sort, the intuition might
come in the course of thinking through the structure of judgment. For
other people, the sense of self in sensory or intellectual acts might be
its catalyst. For some the sheer wonder at an object of grace-a red, red
rose-might occasion it. Or perhaps the bloom of the rose calls to mind
the vitality of nature, or its fading underscores the passing of time, or
its fragility the press of our own anxiety. In each case, we might
experience the catalyst for an intuition of being. And for those who do
not stop to smell the roses? For such as these we might commend the
wonder that there is something rather than nothing. It, too, might
trigger an intuition of esse. Reflecting on such varied experiences,
Maritain finds that it is "on the occasion of some individual reality
grasped in its pure singularity" that one might enjoy an intellectual
intuition of being. 11 This intuitive "leap," in turn, is an avenue to the
structure of the real.
To be candid, many philosophers themselves might never
experience an intuition of being. If so, it is unfortunate. After all, it
seems that anyone could have such an intuition. A poet is among the
more promising candidates. Czeslaw Milosz, for example, writes that
we sometimes realize "that what we are seeing, all that reality, is
beyond words .... From reality which is homely, perceived in a most
ordinary way, something else, autonomous and enclosed in language,
has come unglued.'' 12 Whether poet or plain man, once given an
intuition of being, one could by an act of apprehension return to its
object. Thus, one could form a concept of being; and, by analogy, one
could apply it to particular existents.
It falls to the philosopher, however, to articulate and explore the
concept of such an intuition. As Maritain notes, "if a child or a poet can
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have ... the intuition of being, nevertheless such concepts of abstractive
origin, and formed at the third degree of abstraction are proper to the
metaphysician." 13 Here a comparison comes to mind. Even a child, St.
Thomas teaches, has some grasp of the ultimate end of every moral act,
that is, some grasp of union with God. 14 But the child must yield to the
metaphysician for a reflective understanding of what a union with God
involves. 15
In any case, while existential singularities are empirical in their
inception, they can help us counter the sensory limit objection. The
existential impact of such experiences reaches beyond their empirical
starting points. Thus, they draw our attention to a range of distinctive
experiences that can trigger the intuition of esse. But as epiphanic as
these varied singularities are, they are perhaps less critical than the
everyday free and cognitive acts of the human person. The significance
of these everyday and yet extraordinary acts lies in their nature, to
which I now turn.
V. FREE AND COGNITIVE ACTS
The second factor to which we turn for help in countering the
sensory limit objection builds on the first. Suppose we reflect carefully
on our mental acts. Consider, say, taking joy in the richness of
existence, including our own, and giving thanks for it. Neither these
acts nor their object are reducible to the empirical, unless we are
willing to embrace a materialism that evacuates the richness of human
subjectivity. 16 We can, moreover, experience such acts with a singular
intensity that might trigger the intuition of being. Such acts call into
play our human freedom. So, indeed, do all human acts. Nor are we
likely to imagine any human experience with more enduring power
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than the ongoing, day-by-day experience of freedom, most especially in
its gradually forming the human character.
St. Thomas, whom we might well consult on the question, does not
simply assign the will and the free choices that shape our lives to the
sphere of metaphysics; but neither does he assign them to natural
philosophy. In the view of Lawrence Dewan, O.P., "The study of the
intellect and the will belongs in part to that topmost flight of natural
philosophy that considers the human soul, but mostly it belongs to
metaphysics." 17 To support his verdict, he directs us to Thomas's
Commentary on Aristotle's Physics. There Thomas comments:
[S]o the last things considered by natural science are forms
which are, indeed, in some way separated, but which have
existence in matter. [R]ational souls are forms of this sort.. .. But
how forms are totally separated from matter, and what they are,
or even how this form, i.e., the rational soul, exists insofar as it is
separable and capable of existence without a body and what it is
according to its separable essence, are questions which pertain
to first philosophy. 18
Thomas, one might add, makes a like observation in his discussion of
the division of the sciences. 19
In discussing Thomas's metaphysics of evil, Maritain supports
Dewan and does so from a surprising perspective. He reminds us that
the Angelic Doctor, in a reference to angelic knowledge, distinguishes
between the universe of freedom and the natural world it presupposes.
Maritain writes:
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[I]t is because of this distinction that St. Thomas teaches that
the free act as such, being not of this world, is beyond the grasp
of the natural knowledge of the angels (to which, however, is due
everything of this world considered as God's work of art; for the
free act is not a part of this world, but of an original universe of its
own, the universe of freedom.) 20
Angelic Doctor, indeed!
Given their distinctive nature, then, might we not see these free
choices of ours as forming a personal path to the unrestrictedly real?
To be sure, we cannot divorce human freedom from our sensory
operations or from the empirical. But the data of the senses are
preconditions for the exercise of our freedom. Freedom itself begins with
an act of the will, a power of the soul. This act of the will, moreover,
does not depend on the data of the senses as constant concomitants.
Such an act of the will does, of course, require that one has the
intellective power to distinguish among various possible actions. It is
notable, then, that neither does Thomas assign our intellective acts to
natural philosophy. In their distinctive nature, they also seem to form a
personal path to the unrestrictedly real. Cognizing, of course, is an act
of the intellect, itself a power of the soul. Yes, nothing is in the intellect
without first being in the senses. But sensation is not intellection. Nor
do our cognitive acts depend on sensory data as constant concomitants.
Often, as experience shows, we need to suppress sense data that either
impedes us from acting freely or from thinking clearly.
Of course, we couldn't know that we act freely and intelligently
without a sensory grasp of our actions. But free and cognitive acts have
a reality that goes beyond that of sense reception. This reality differs
sharply, we know, from that of a mathematical abstraction, a mere ens
rationis; such abstractions do nothing. 21 In. contrast, each free and
20

Jacques Maritain, St. Thomas and the Problem of Evil (Milwaukee, Wisconsin:
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cognitive act has its own way of existing. Such acts ate not substances.
Yet action is so central to reality that it is a most basic avenue to what
is. W. Norris Clarke, S.J., sees Thomas's agere sequitur esse as recognizing
in action "the self-revelation of being." 22 Thus our free and cognitive
acts play a critical role in expanding the data from which we can form a
concept of esse that transcends the physical.
Our freedom and intelligence are intertwined. Absent an intellective
grasp of possible states of affairs, we could not act freely or responsibly.
We could not shape our lives. Absent free choice, we could not think for
ourselves; we could only register our sensations. For us, free and
intelligent action is an avenue to transcendence. Our quest for transcendence depends on both a cognitive and volitional capacity to go
beyond the present moment.
Again, no free and intelligent human act is itself a substance. But it
is through free and intelligent acts that we know the human person. 23
Such acts have their own way of existing; each has its own unity, and
we can know each directly. Thus, each act, rightly understood, displays
a kind of habens esse. When we direct our attention to the "esses" of such
acts, themselves the objects of intuition, we can form a richer concept
of esse. It is richer because, in forming it, we are not restricted to
drawing from the limited data of physical objects. In light of this fuller
process, we can see how the intuition of being begins in a judicative
grasp of the "to be," or esse, of sensible things; and yet this intuition is
not limited in its realization to things wholly restricted to the sensible.
Here we should anticipate an objection of the following sort. The
proper objects of the intelligence, insists the critic, are mindindependent material objects. But our volitional and cognitive acts are
mind-dependent; their existence depends on intellect and will as
powers of the soul. Insofar as one appeals to such acts in order to
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initiate metaphysics, one falls into mistaken idealism. We can advance
to a study of being as such only by drawing analogies with that way of
being with which we are most familiar, that is, physical objects as we
experience ourselves in causal relationships with them.
In reply to such a critic, two key points call for attention. The first is
that while we could not make sense of our world without the sense
experience of the properties of mind-independent material objects,
neither could we make sense of our world without our experience of
human beings as persons. Such persons, to be sure, are objects of
sensory experience insofar as they are physical. But they are
experientially distinct from mere material objects in that persons are
free and intelligent. Persons, too, are the proper, if often mysterious,
objects of our intelligence. Indeed, it is because persons, in their
freedom and intelligence, transcend material objects, that political
science can never be a natural science-to the chagrin of many of its
practitioners. 24 The human person, rather, is an epistemic and
metaphysical bridge linking the physical with the spiritual. Our
distinctive status enables us to mediate between the material universe
and its Divine source. 25
The second point that calls for attention is that we do not come to
understand either efficient or final causality by reflecting on the
patterned interchange of mere material objects. Rather, we form our
understanding of such causality through the cumulative experience of
our personal agency. We experience our own agency before we learn to
register descriptive causal patterns. Thus, John Henry Newman writes:
One of the first experiences of an infant is that of his willing
and doing; and as time goes on, one of the first temptations of
the boy is to bring home to himself the fact of his sovereign
arbitrary power, though it be at the price of ... disobedience. And
when his parents ... begin to restrain him ... then he has a second
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series of experiences of cause and effect, and that upon a principle or rule. 26
Is there not an Augustinian sobriety in this account of the human
learning curve?
Here it is also notable that Benedict Ashley, ever a realist, observes
that "for any created mind, the existence of beings is independent of
their knowledge of them, except when a creature by a free act of will
makes something and hence has a productive knowledge of it, as God
has for all creation." 27 Surely here there is an ethical corollary. Are we
not, as participants in creative production through our freedom,
charged to realize God's providence through our human prudence? 28
VI. BEING AS HABENS ESSE

The role of free and intelligent acts in the second response to the
sensory limit objection directs us to the realist's interest in "habens
esse," that is, in having a distinct way of being. This interest grows in
identifying a third factor to consider in meeting the sensory limit
objection. john Knasas, indeed, links his account of how to begin
metaphysics with "habens esse." Why suppose, he asks, that we must
begin metaphysics by enlisting the immaterial in the range of entities
from which we might then grasp the actus essendi, the act of being?
Might we not, instead, proceed by deepening the analysis that everyday
sensation makes possible? As we move from apprehension to judgment,
we also move from ens, i.e., being, to habens esse, i.e., having a distinct
way of being. In coming to grasp being as habens esse, we will grasp it as
act rather than as form. (On this point Knasas notes: "If esse were itself
a form, it would be existence-neutral, and so judgment would always be
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chasing after reality." 29 ) The deepening analysis that he proposes might
well show that such an act is in principle free from physical limitation.
By way of comparison: in natural philosophy, we define the soul in
relation to the body; and yet we argue for the immateriality of the soul;
in the ascent to metaphysics, we begin with sense experience and its
objects, and yet we need not limit ourselves to the objects of sense
experience in deepening our understanding of being.
This deepening analysis might itself serve as the catalyst of an
intuition of being. Wonderment prompts philosophy, and findingjoy in
sheer existence is the realist's birthright. Such reflection on the actus
essendi might well lead us beyond physical determinants to the selfsubsistent. In support of such a deepening analysis of what sensation
offers, Knasas cites Thomas on the historical steps that led to
metaphysics: the analysis of being as this or that sensible body, its
further analysis in terms of form and matter, and lastly a consideration
of the cause of being as being, regardless of any determinant aspect. 30
The proposed third factor, then, for meeting the sensory limit objection
is that we can indeed deepen our grasp of the sensible to reveal a
dynamic that escapes the limits of the sensible.
VII. A QUESTION RENEWED

The three considerations I've sketched-the role of irreducible
singularities, the transcendence of free and intelligent acts, and an
understanding of being as habens esse, regardless of any determinant
aspect-give us reason to think that the sensory limit objection is not
persuasive. The thesis that there is an intuition of being at the core of
metaphysics remains a promising and provocative one.
That thesis, of course, faces other objections. Some critics are
skeptical about any appeal to intuition, but without intuitive knowledge
discursive reasoning simply cannot get a start. Some are skeptical
about the veridical character of sense perceptions that precede
abstraction and judgment, but without the shared reality such
perceptions provide one falls into solipsism. Still others, of an analytic
bent, argue that the supposed act of being, actus essendi, rests on a
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logical muddle about instantiation. But arguably their case depends on
a Fregean refusal to define existence for individuals. 31 Perhaps, then,
these further objections are less formidable than many suppose. If so,
Jacques Maritain's signature thesis about the intuition of being more
than holds its own as a worthy questio disputata-and, in our time, a
pressing one.
Both the personalist and the Thomist, after all, will want to
underscore the import of the intuition of being, initiated by our
experience of free and intelligent agency, for the moral life. Given the
convertibility of transcendentals, moreover, this intuition leads to both
the ratio entis and the ratio boni. To grasp the esse of the person is to
become open to the dignity of the person and, in turn, the ground for a
culture of life. Nor need this life be merely temporal. For personhood,
shown in our creativity, makes us capax Dei. In our creativity, we
confront the most revealing analogate of the analogon that is ipsum esse
subsistens, in time revealed as the Trinitarian communio personarum. 32 As
Karol Wojtyla writes, "(we] are creators because we think," and in
creating "we also fill the external material world around us with our
own thought and being." To this he adds, "there is a certain similarity
here between ourselves and God, for the whole of creation is an
expression of God's own thought and being." 33
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