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Gilson, Maritain and Garrigou-Lagrange on the

Possibility of Critical Realism

If being is not the first and formal object of the intellect,

the  intellect evidently will never attain it. 

Le Sens Commun, p. 135.

Introduction

In two influential books, Etienne Gilson argued, against many of his contemporaries, that the very notion of a Critical Realism was a contradiction in terms.  In introducing his last work on the subject, Thomist Realism and the Critique of Knowledge, he briefly took to task Thomists, such as Fr. Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., who attempted to provide a starting point for Thomistic epistemology through a notion of common sense.
  Garrigou-Lagrange offered a detailed response to Gilson in 1940.  While he upheld the usefulness of the term “Critical Realism”, he said that he thought this was simply a question of terminology.  At the philosophical level, however, he asserted that the positions put forward by Gilson were, in fact, in fundamental agreement with those which he had been defending since his 1909 book, Le Sens Commun.


In this paper I intend to show that Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange was mistaken about both of these claims.  The debate over “Critical Realism” was more than a terminological disagreement over its suitability.  Rather, it is indicative of a deeper difference in their respective epistemologies.  However, I go on to argue that Garrigou-Lagrange supplies a “Critical Realism” which is philosophically superior to Gilson’s dogmatic immediate Realism.  


I shall begin by arguing that Gilson’s immediate Realism is dogmatic.  By its very principles, it is limited to showing that Realism cannot follow from Idealistic principles; hence, it leaves the thorough-going Idealist unscathed.  I shall then examine the accounts of Critical Realism offered by Maritain and Garrigou-Lagrange.  I argue that Maritain’s reformulation of the critical question in Realist terms meets Gilson’s challenge if Idealism is refuted and a philosophical defence of Realism is provided.  It is my contention that  Garrigou-Lagrange accomplishes both of these tasks, thereby avoiding Gilson’s attack on Critical Realism. Hence the differences between Garrigou-Lagrange, and by extension Maritain, with Gilson emerge due to their disagreement about the viability of Critical Realism.  Hence, the Critical Realism of Garrigou-Lagrange is defensible and preferable to that of Gilson when viewed as working within the framework set out more explicitly by Maritain.
Gilson:  Against Critical Realism

Gilson provided a powerful argument against many of the leading Thomists of the day. It had become customary to present Thomistic Realism in a Cartesian light, in order to meet the need for a critical starting point.  Thus, authors like Noel and Picard demanded that a critical epistemology along the lines of Descartes’ cogito argument be added prior to any substantive philosophical investigations.  Gilson’s main concern was to show that this project was utterly incoherent.  The lack of a critical justification of Realism in St. Thomas was not merely a lacuna waiting to be filled.  Rather, the critical project, Gilson argued, was inimical to the immediate Realism of St. Thomas.


For Gilson, the approach of St. Thomas and that of critical philosophy indicate two distinct and irreconcilable methods.  Aquinas, following Aristotle, begins with individual things existing outside of the mind and provides an account of the mind and its acts of knowing in light of these objects.  Descartes, to the contrary, attempted to start with concepts, and from these he tried to prove the existence of the external world and its correspondence to our ideas.  According to Gilson, the failure of Descartes’ project is not merely an empirical fact in the history of philosophy; rather, that failure was inevitable, for the problem he had set himself was essentially insoluble.
  Any attempt to begin from concepts within the mind, can only hope to end with concepts within the mind, as Kant had correctly recognized.  Thus, Gilson leaves us with two alternatives.  Kant’s critical philosophy and Thomist Realism, each have a distinctive set of starting points which logically demand a corresponding set of equally irreconcilable conclusions.  


Thus, in his book The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, Gilson writes:

If we suppose first that things are for themselves and the intellect is for itself, that is, if we  suppose that it is impossible for them to meet, then there is no bridge to allow thought to cross over to things, and Idealism is true.  It is contradictory to ask whether our ideas conform to things, if things are not known to us save through their  ideas.  Such an argument is irrefutable, and here again Idealism is true, unless indeed the argument begs the question.


As Gilson sees it, Kant’s Idealistic philosophy follows rigorously from its starting points, so the only alternative is to show that its starting points are not binding.  This is indeed what Gilson goes on to argue: “To demand that St. Thomas refute Kant’s Critique is to ask him to solve a problem which from his point of view simply cannot exist”.
 Notice that this solution is not historical, but philosophical.  Gilson’s point is not that St. Thomas did not answer the critical question because it had not yet been posed, but rather that, given the starting points Thomistic philosophy, such a question cannot arise in principle. 


In this light it is easy to understand why Gilson would view a Critical Realism as an oxymoron.  According to him, a “critical philosophy” was one which, by definition, started with our concepts.  The point of the critique is to begin philosophizing with an investigation of the operations and concepts of the mind and then work one’s way out to reality.  Certainly, Gilson conceded, one might apply the term ‘critical’ to one’s Realism in another sense, but the only other meaning it could have was to indicate that one’s philosophy was not a naive Realism, one of unreflective common sense, but a rationally justified Realism.  But, this use of the term adds nothing to the notion of Realism.  It is simply to say that one’s Realism is philosophical.


As a criticism of the use of quasi-Cartesian methods to answer Kant’s critical question and reach Thomistic conclusions, Gilson’s argument is, as I see it, unimpeachable.  Certainly, a philosophy which begins from concepts in the mind in order to prove the existence of the object which corresponds to these concepts is incompatible with, indeed the very contradiction of, the thought of St. Thomas.  However, as a criticism of the Idealistic method itself, it hardly goes far enough.  Gilson’s position, while refuting Realists who use Idealistic methods, leaves those who are happy to restrict themselves to drawing Idealistic conclusions from these same principles untouched.  Gilson may have closed the door to Descartes, but he leaves it open for Kant.


It should, however, be noted that it is rather difficult to determine how to accurately characterize Gilson’s realism.  His usual term is “Methodical Realism”, yet he does on occasion refer to his thought as dogmatic.  Indeed, in the preface to what is arguably his greatest work, Being and Some Philosophers, Gilson writes, “This is not a book in the history of philosophy; it is a philosophical book, and a dogmatically philosophical one at that.”
  Yet, there remains a certain ambiguity in the use of this term. Dogmatic might be used in Kant’s sense of the term, in which case any philosophy which does not begin with a Kantian critique would necessarily  be dogmatic.  Although, Gilson’s Realism is dogmatic in this sense, this use of the term is hardly helpful, for we would also have to say that the Critical Realism of Maritain and Garrigou-Lagrange are also dogmatic in this broad sense of the term.   


Thus, in calling Gilson’s realism dogmatic, I have two aspects in mind:  1) a proof of the Realist principles is not offered; and 2) it does not refute Kantian Idealism as a coherent philosophical doctrine.  Clearly, the first of these aspects is agreed to by all the authors we are concerned with.  Maritain and Garrigou-Lagrange offer a philosophical justification of the first principles of Realism, but not a demonstrative proof.  However, unlike Gilson, both of these philosophers refute Idealism on the basis of its own doctrines.  This is a possibility which Gilson does not seem to admit.  


Accordingly, he holds that one can quite legitimately philosophize as an Idealist, so long as one is a thorough-going Idealist.  The reason for this view is to be found in his claim that philosophers are at liberty to choose their principles, so long as they accept the consequences of this choice.  Gilson writes that “Philosophers are free to lay down their own sets of principles, but once this is done they no longer think as they wish - they think as they can.”
  There is clearly a tension between Gilson’s adherence to Realism and his view that philosophers are at liberty to adopt their own principles.  This becomes evident in the “Preface” to Being and Some Philosophers, in which he argues that those who believe the philosophy they teach do not know it.  Notice how Gilson states his case:

The only will that should be found at the origin of philosophy should be the will to know, and this is why nothing is more important for a philosopher than the choice he makes of his own philosophical principles.

This is exactly the approach which Gilson takes when he comes to the issue of Idealism v.s. Realism, for he argues that one cannot begin philosophizing without adopting either one stance or the other.  Thus, Gilson presents us with a choice between the principles of Idealism and Realism.  This entails two things: 1) we choose prior to philosophical proof; and 2) once this choice is made we are committed to adhere to the consequences of our initial decision.  


On the surface this sounds perfectly consistent with Realism.  The only place for the will in philosophy is the will to know.  Nothing could more accurately express the spirit of Thomistic Realism.  However, Gilson goes on to say that the philosopher chooses his principles, and that he is at liberty to choose them as he likes.  It is unclear how these points can be reconciled.  Indeed, as Fr. Dewan has pointed out, choice itself is an act, not of the intellect, but of the will. If the philosopher chooses his principles, then he does not know them.
  Yet, regardless of how one views that criticism, it is easy to see that Gilson’s claim that philosophers can freely choose their principles would naturally lead him to reject the possibility of a “Critical Realism” as developed by Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange and Jacques Maritian; for this is a philosophy which claims not only to refute the use of Idealistic principles by would-be Realists, but also to undermine those very principles.


Consequently, there are two related problems with Gilson’s approach: 1) he does not provide a substantial response to Idealism; and 2) he holds that a philosopher  is free to adopt his own set of principles. 1 follows directly from 2.  More generally, both of these positions are, I think, a result of his rejection of the possibility of a Critical Realism.

Reformulating the Critical Question


It remains to be seen whether the Realism of Garrigou-Lagrange and Maritain can be a truly Critical Realism.  Gilson provides two possibilities for such a project.  It must either: 1) pose the same problem as Kant; or 2) demonstrate that there is a critical problem distinct from both Kant’s and from the simple reaffirmation of dogmatic Realism.
  In what follows I will argue that Maritain successfully accomplishes the second of these alternatives by reformulating the critical question in a Realist, though not dogmatic, manner.  In light of this achievement, Garrigou-Lagrange’s defence of Realism against Idealism can be viewed as offering a solution to the critical question in Maritain’s new Realist formulation.


In fact, both Garrigou-Lagrange and Maritain attempted to precisely state the sense of “Critical Realism” in response to Gilson’s challenge; the former clarifies the sense of this expression in his influential article “Le mystère de la connaissance et sa finalité”, while the latter explicitly reformulates the critical question in his masterpiece The Degrees of Knowledge, which relies heavily upon the earlier article by Garrigou-Lagrange.  It may, therefore, be useful to compare their respective statements on this matter before assessing how well they meet Gilson’s challenge.

Maritain’s Formulation
Garrigou-Lagrange’s Formulation 

The critical problem is not: “How does one pass from percipi to esse?  Since mind is the only object attained in a way that is beyond doubt, can it be demonstrated that mind also reaches things, a reality that measures it?”  No!  It is, rather, to be stated in these terms:  “On the different levels of elaborating knowledge, what value must be assigned to percipere and what to judicare?  Since the mind, from the very start, reveals itself as warranted in its certitude by things and measured by an esse independent of itself, how are we to judge if, how, on what conditions, and to what extent it is so both in principle and in the various moments of human knowledge?”

Thomist Realism is not only a naive Realism of common sense, it is a methodical Realism and even a critique—not in the abusive  sense—but in the exact sense of this word.  It is founded in effect on the examination of the value of knowledge, insofar as the intellect reflecting on itself knows not only its act, but knows sufficiently the nature of its act and its capacity for seizing its proper essential finality, which is to be conformed to things "in cuius natura est ut rebus conformetur" (St. Thomas, de Veritate, 1, 9).  Why does the intellect know its proper essential finality, its reason for being (raison d’être)?  Because it has for its object being and the reason for being of things.  On the contrary the view of sense, having for its object, not being as being, but the colored thing, does not know its proper finality, its reason for being.  The truth is in it, but it does not know that it possesses it; but the intellect knows the truth and it knows that it knows it.



Notice that even though they are complementary, there is a significant difference between these two approaches.  In making the term “Critical Realism” more precise, Garrigou-Lagrange immediately turns to the philosophical defence of Realist principles.  Maritain’s approach seems to answer Gilson’s concern more directly.  He shows that there is a critical problem for the Realist to answer which is different from Kant’s and that it concerns the value to be assigned to the knowledge gained from perception (or apprehension) and judgement.  Given that the apprehension of being is manifest right from the start of the intellectual life, how and to what extent is it manifested? 

But, can this reformulation be rescued from the charge of dogmatism?  I think that it can, provided that two things are accomplished.  First, the alternative of Idealism must be refuted on grounds which do not reduce to the mere reassertion of Realism.  Second, a coherent defence of the first principles of Realism must be provided. This will provide the foundation for a Realism which, unlike Gilson’s, is not dogmatic, properly speaking.

In the following sections I shall address both of these points in light of Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange’s work.  This may be surprising, given that I have just argued that Maritain provides a clearer response to Gilson in his reformulation of the critical question.  However, Maritain’s arguments against Idealism, while also based upon its internal incoherence, are not as fully developed as those of Garrigou-Lagrange.
  Second, and most importantly, Maritain’s account of our knowledge of being, is in my view, seriously problematic.  Maritain, as is widely known locates the proper starting point of metaphysical investigation in an intuition of being.  This has been the subject of much controversy, and while I do not have time to fully investigate this issue here, I would note that this approach seems to separate the pre-philosophical knowledge of being found in ordinary sense experience from the proper object of metaphysics too harshly.
  Garrigou-Lagrange, however, provides a ground for the metaphysician’s account of being which is much more continuous, though not identical, with our ordinary experience of sensible things.

Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange’s Critique of Idealism

As we have noted, Gilson’s Realism can be accurately characterized as a dogmatic Realism inasmuch as it leaves open the possibility of a viable philosophical starting point within the mind.  Hence he writes: 

We are told we must adopt an attitude which does not prejudge the truth of either Idealism or Realism, but that is impossible. If being is the first principle, which after all is possible, ens est quod primo cadit in intellectu, any affirmation whatsoever will imply a Realist position, deciding in favor of Realism from the start.  If on the other hand, a distinct science can be established without positing being, then thought not being, will be the first principle and the problem will immediately be resolved in favor of Idealism.  Either way, a definite position will have been taken.

This clearly shows that, for Gilson, it is impossible to decide between Realism and Idealism without having already taken a stance in favour of one of these possibilities.  However, this is not necessarily the case, for if the Idealist alternative is refuted on a basis which does not simply dogmatically reassert Realism, the antinomy would be broken.  This is, in fact, precisely what Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange does.


If there is one common trait amongst the Thomists which Gilson analyzes, it is their defensive posture.  Their concern was to justify Thomistic Realism to those who attacked it by way of modern, largely Kantian, methods.  The approach of Garrigou-Lagrange stands in stark contrast to this defensive, almost apologetic, tone.  His writings on this issue are probably best characterized by the well-known athletic adage: the best defence is a good offence.  


This stance was not just the result of a naive “Thomistic Triumphalism”.  To the contrary, it follows from his awareness of the nature and scope of first principles.
  Of course, these principles cannot be demonstratively proven, as any such proof would, of course, have to appeal to them.  Yet, if we cannot provide a positive proof that our first principles are true, we can, Garrigou-Lagrange thought, provide a negative proof, by showing that their denial leads one to absurdity.  Consequently, one can show that this or that philosophy which does not accept the most fundamental and basic laws of identity, non-contradiction, sufficient reason and finality is self-refuting.


Thus, Garrigou-Lagrange attacks Idealism primarily under two different forms: 1) that of the Cartesian sceptic; and 2) the quasi-Kantianism prominent in France in the early to mid-twentieth-century as represented by Le Roy and Brunschvicg.  Notice that this approach would, if successful, eliminate both Idealisms which try to conclude to a real thing outside the mind and those which hold that everything outside of the mind is unknowable.  Thus, the viability of a philosophical starting point within the mind would be vitiated.


Garrigou-Lagrange argues that the Cartesian method is inherently flawed.  In contrast to St. Thomas, Descartes begins to philosophize, not on the basis of what is best known, but rather through a method of doubt.  The final and most extreme stage of his methodical doubt is the positing of an evil demon who has the power to deceive us concerning all of our knowledge.  This being is even granted the power to make apparent contradictions be really the case.  Thus the evil demon can make  2+3 equal 7 in reality rather than 5, or could really create a square-circle. 
   The one thing which this being cannot deceive us about is, of course, the fact that we are thinking.  Cogito ergo sum is, therefore, the first truth of all philosophy.


Yet, Garrigou-Lagrange points out that this conclusion is undermined by the criterion Descartes’ has set for himself.  The evil Demon can actually deceive us with respect to the most basic foundations of knowledge.  Indeed, he can even make contradictions be the case. But, Garrigou-Lagrange points out that if this were the case, it would be impossible to have certainty about the cogito argument; for if the principle of non-contradiction can be violated by the Demon, he could bring it about that I am at the same time thinking and not thinking, or that I exist and do not exist.
  


The more pressing concern in the early twentieth-century was, however, Kantian forms of Idealism, represented especially by Éduoard Le Roy and Léon Brunschvicg.  Le Roy’s work, as is well-known, was condemned by the Holy Office, to whose judgement he submitted, while Brunschvicg was a secular philosopher.  Both were well known for their work in the philosophy of science.
  


Garrigou-Lagrange takes these authors to task on two points.  First, they hold that everything outside of the mind is unknowable.  Second, they interpret first principles as laws of thought, rather than as laws of being. The first thesis is stated unambiguously in their work.  Le Roy, for example, writes, “All ontological Realism is absurd and leads to 

ruin: an exterior, something beyond thought is by definition something absolutely inconceivable. They  will never finish with this objection, and we must conclude, with all of modern philosophy, that a certain Idealism imposes itself.”
  In his response to Gilson, Brunschvicg is just as clear on this point:

If the being of a knowing subject (by representation of the internal action) only resembles the being of the known object, it does not coincide with it. Resemblance is only meaningful inasmuch as it differs from identity (identicalness).  How then, when dogmatic Realism awakes from its perpetual sleep, when it testifies by some hint of critical reflection on the words it uses, how will it avoid confronting the blinding evidence of contradiction? How will it be possible for Realism to assert the resemblance of the original in the knowing subject when by the very act of knowing he is detached  (M. Gilson says liberated) from this original. Such a question, from the moment it is explicitly formulated, is not suited to any response. Also, I would be afraid that Realism has only one resource and that she is resigned to it: To pretend not to have heard the question that she herself has expressed.



One will see (Realists) use all the nuances--perhaps even abuse the false nuances--of metaphysical discourse in order to claim that resemblance is not exactly resemblance, until the space between the object and subject that Realism inevitably (without remedy) implies becomes ever more tentative and fades away until the point where the initial coincidence seems to be restored and likewise the original confusion.
 

Thus, for Brunschvicg, reality outside of the mind can only be known through its likeness, and the real force of this likeness always remains uncertain.


While Garrigou-Lagrange offers a number of different critiques of Kantian Idealism, his central one is a reductio argument.  The Idealist’s strategy is, of course, to restrict our knowledge to sensible phenomena.  Thus, the application of the categories and first principles are restricted to the range of experience and can never be legitimately extended to noumena:  whatever is outside of the mind is unknowable.  


Garrigou-Lagrange begins by appropriating Fichte’s criticism of Kant’s transcendental Idealism, namely, that it makes the application of the categories entirely arbitrary. Further, Kant does not prove that our ideas are not abstracted from sensible things.   The impossibility of knowing objects outside the mind follows upon the restriction of space and time to objects of possible experience, but this restriction is merely a hypothesis which Kant does not prove.  Further, this hypothesis seems to ential that the knower is the cause of his knowledge and this entails that nothing we experience or know is mysterious to us, which is clearly false.
 


Garrigou-Lagrange’s primary criticism takes aim at the Idealistic rendering of first principles.  For the Idealist, the principles of identity, non-contradiction, sufficient reason and finality do not have any ontological force.  Rather, they merely govern our experience.  Le Roy states this point unequivocally in the context of rejecting the traditional proofs of God’s existence:

The principle of non-contradiction, as the supreme law of discourse and not of thought in general, only covers the static, the broken, the immobile; in short, it only refers to those things with an identity. But there is contradiction in the world, just as there is identity. For example, there are fleeting movements, the future (what is becoming), duration, life, these are things which by themselves are not discursive and which discourse modifies in order to grasp them in contradictory notions.

In this manner, Le Roy and Brunschvicg will certainly admit that a violation of the principle of non-contradiction is inconceivable to us; however, they maintain that considered in itself, it is not impossible that reality, as it exists outside of the mind, should admit of contradictions.  We cannot know reality as it exists outside of the mind, thus, we can make no claims about it.
  


Consequently, these Idealists admit the principle of non-contradiction only when it is formulated in purely logical or conceptual terms:  i.e. ‘it is impossible to affirm and deny the same thing of the same thing in the same respect’.  However, Garrigou-Lagrange points out that it is also entirely evident that it is impossible to affirm and deny that the same thing really exists and does not exist outside of the mind:

That is: the ontological formulation of the principle of contradiction is no less evident than its logical formulation; and, according to this ontological formulation, what is clearly absurd, such as a square-circle, is not only something inconceivable to us, but it is obviously something really impossible in itself outside of the mind.  Idealists would say:  it is indeed inconceivable that a square-circle could really be produced, but it does not follow from this that it is really something impossible outside of the mind.


 
Natural reason categorically affirms the contrary: a square-circle is really and absolutely impossible outside of the mind, nay rather there can be no contradiction in things, nor can one take place in the mind, nor in mysteries, whether natural or supernatural: there can be no contradiction in a real being.


Thus, the crucial point in Garrigou-Lagrange’s refutation of Idealism is his defence of the ontological force of the principle of non-contradiction.  By this is meant: “the inherent aptness of these first principles to make known to us not only the phenomena previously perceived by the senses or by consciousness, but also being itself ((( ((), the senses revealing the presence of this to us by means of these phenomena.”
  If the law of non-contradiction were restricted to the conceptual order, being would lose precisely what constitutes it as what it is; its very identity with itself would be lost, and consequently, being as such would be non-existent.
  Further, the failure of the Idealist to admit the ontological force of the principle of non-contradiction allows Garrigou-Lagrange to apply Aristotle’s arguments against Protagoras’ relativism to them.
  


What is of interest in Garrigou-Lagrange’s position, however, is not so much his appropriation of the traditional arguments and their application to modern philosophy, but the fact that the common fault of Cartesian and Kantian methods is their failure to recognize the ontological force of the first principles, especially of the principle of non-contradiction.  According to Garrigou-Lagrange, this is the gravest error in the intellectual order, one which is precisely analogous to the sin of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit in the spiritual order.
   In removing the intellect from being, it separates it irrevocably from the only source which can ever enlighten it.  If this is so, then epistemologies which follow from this will be incoherent and Idealism will be refuted on its own terms.  

Ens: The First Object of the Intellect

It remains to examine the viability of the alternative proposed by Critical Realism, especially the relation between the principle of non-contradiction and our knowledge of being. In explaining the relation of the apprehension of ens to the first principles in his book Reality, Garrigou-Lagrange points to Gilson as one who agrees that Thomistic Realism is not founded upon a postulate but upon the intellectual grasp of intelligible reality. This relationship is stated as precisely as one could want:

The first idea which the intellect conceives, its most evident idea into which it resolves all other ideas, is the idea of being.  Grasping this first idea, the intellect cannot but grasp also the immediate consequences of that idea, namely, first principles as laws of reality.



In being, known through the intellect’s first act, the intellect immediately perceives in an implicit manner the first principles which serve as the basis for all reasoning.  Just as every idea implies the idea of being, so too every judgement implies the principle of non-contradiction which, in its proper, i.e. ontological formulation, directly concerns being.


Accordingly, although the principle of non-contradiction does not express a judgement of the order of existence properly speaking; it is, nonetheless, “a judgement of the conceptual order, though expressing a real impossibility outside of the mind:  e.g. a square-circle as a thing in itself is really impossible not only according to us, but in itself.”


Clarifying this relation requires a clearer statement of the distinction of the first apprehension of being [ens] from the subsequent judgement of the existence of the sensible thing.  This distinction is necessary as the ontological formulation of the first principle is prior to any judgement of the order of existence, whether it be a judgement concerning the existence of my own mind, my body or other bodies.  It is also prior to any judgement of the force of sensation or the origin of ideas.  This is to say that it is implicitly contained within the first object known by our intellect, namely being or ens, which is epistemology’s point of departure. 

In the first apprehension, the intelligible being of sensible things is known, before we apprehend our own proper act of thinking through reflection.  But, in judgement, on the contrary, we judge concerning the existence of our individual act of intellectual cognition, before we judge concerning the existence of an individual sensible thing outside the mind.

Two related factors figure prominently here:  1) the relation of the first two operations of the intellect to the being which is known; 2) the natural priority of the apprehension of ens in the first act.


There is a further difficulty, however, as it is hard to see how our intellect knows actual existence, since this is neither a sensible thing apprehended by the senses, nor a quiddity apprehended by the intellect. The answer to this dilemma is to be found in coming to terms with the relation between two acts of the intellect and their proper object, intelligible being.  This is best approached through St. Thomas’ analysis of sense experience.  In a well-known passage from his commentary on the De Anima, St. Thomas distinguishes what is sensible per se from what is sensible per accidens as follows:

What is not known by a sense properly, if it is something universal, is apprehended by the intellect; yet not everything that can be apprehended by the intellect in a sensible thing, can be called accidentally sensible, but [only] what is immediately apprehended by the intellect at the presence of the thing sensed.  For example, when I see someone speaking, or moving himself, I immediately apprehend through the intellect his life, hence I can say, I see that he is living.  But if it is apprehended in the individual, just as when I see a coloured thing, I perceive this man or this animal, indeed an apprehension of this kind comes about in a man through the cognitive power, which is also called particular reason, since it compares particular intentions, just as the universal reason compares universal notions [rationum].


This passage explains that when we sense an object, what is sensed, properly speaking, is the sensible being which provides the formal object of each sense.  Hence, when I see Socrates, I do not, of course, literally “see” Socrates; rather, what I see are colours in a certain arrangement, I hear various sounds, etc.  Yet, what I experience is not merely a configuration of sensations, and it is the intellect, not the senses, which accounts for this.  For while the senses directly perceive their various formal objects, the intellect also immediately apprehends its own formal object, intelligible being, and in light of this apprehension I can go on to make the judgement (in the second operation of the intellect) ‘This is Socrates’.
   If this apprehension of being were not present right from the start, it could never attain to knowing real being in the act of judgement.
  Garrigou-Lagrange explains this as follows:

For St. Thomas, the first object known by our intellect is the intelligible being [ens] of sensible things. Now being signifies that which is, for being is named from “to be”, and thus from the beginning of our intellectual life we conceive being [esse], or existence in an inexact way, even in the manner of a quiddity.  But the judgement of existence
 immediately follows,  namely, concerning the exercised existence of such a sensible and individual object, which as sensible and individual is known directly by the senses and indirectly by the intellect “as if through a certain reflection” upon its own individual act, just as the intellect “converts itself to phantasms, in which it understands the intelligible species”, as was said in I, q. 86, a.1.


Consequently, Garrigou-Lagrange resolves the dilemma that being is neither apprehended by the senses as an individual, nor by the intellect as a universal, by distinguishing two levels of abstraction.  In the first, the intellect abstracts being from the individual, but it is only in the second that being is abstracted from the quiddity of the sensible thing.  In this manner, the first act of the intellect attains to a quasi-quidditative knowledge of being, a knowledge which is necessary for the intellect to attain the judgement of real existence.
  As Garrigou-Lagrange states: “In the first apprehension of intelligible being, an inexact notion of existence is already possessed, in the manner of a quiddity, before the judgement of existence which would be ‘by composing’ and by the word ‘ is’ or ‘exists’, which signifies the truth of a proposition (I, q. 3, a. 4, ad 2).”

Indeed, if the intellectual apprehension of being and its opposition to non-being were not first, then the intellect could not even firmly judge of the existence of its own act of thinking, for one might be both thinking and not thinking at the same time.  But, having apprehended being at the presence of a thing sensed, it can next judge the existence of the individual outside of the mind apprehended directly as an individual by the senses.  In this way the intellect proceeds from the immediate apprehension of a being, and the subsequent awareness of its own act, to the judgement of the existence of the object outside the mind.
  Thus, for Garrigou-Lagrange the metaphysician begins from this pre-philosophical awareness of being found in experience as understood by common sense.  He then proceeds to articulate in the more precise terms of philosophy what is found there.


Finally, with these considerations in mind, it is easy to see that for Garrigou-Lagrange this affirmation of being in the first act of the intellect is natural rather than free.  “Our adhesion to the first principles of reasoning and of being is founded on the very nature of our intellect, which, having being as its object, attains it primarily, and attains nothing except through being.”
  This is to say that the foundation of Realism, namely being and all that follows from this, is not  chosen.  Rather, it is something immediately apprehended by the intellect in its very first act.

Conclusion

Since he thought Critical Realism was impossible, Gilson had to content himself precisely with the reassertion of traditional dogmatism.   Immediate Realism is asserted, but Idealism, if it is a thorough-going Idealism, is recognized as a coherent possibility. The focus and strength of Garrigou-Lagrange’s Critical Realism,  by contrast, is clearly his refutation of Idealism and his clear articulation of the apprehension of being.  Yet, he does not directly answer Gilson’s challenge; namely, to prove that there is a critical problem distinct from that posed by Kant, which does not merely reassert dogmatic Realism.  Maritian, however, engages this challenge directly, and to my mind resolves it successfully.  

The critical problem cannot be Kant’s problem, which in view of its formulation does not, and cannot, admit of a solution.  As Maritain shows, it is, rather, more properly the problem of how to come to terms with being as it is actually found in our acts of knowing. Maritain’s statement of the problem provides a clearer context for understanding what Garrigou-Lagrange had been trying to accomplish.  That is to say, that Maritain provides the question and, thereby, shows that Thomistic philosophy can be critical.  By his refutation of Idealism, Garrigou-Lagrange provides a non-dogmatic basis for this reformulation of the critical problem, one which allows one to move beyond Gilson’s dogmatic Realism.  Moreover, by his analysis of our apprehension of being as the necessary seed of our knowledge of first principles and its relation to the different acts of the intellect, Garrigou-Lagrange provides the solution to critical question which Maritain later went on to pose.
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