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For our cognitive motive in doing the Absolute - research
is our deep desire to increase explanation and mutual coherence and
to diminish independence and loose externality, and it is clear
that we attain the aims of normative reason more completely the more
deeply unified our Absolute is.

Findlay, J. N., Ascent to the Absolute (London: George Allen &
Unwin Ltd., n. d . ) , p. 75"^
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PREFACE
The broad scope of Maritain's works and the span of philosophy
included in this study has made it necessary to be extremely selective at the cost of eliminating some challenging and relevant materials.

It was decided that a logical way to approach the develop-

ment of the thesis would be to consider selections of philosophers
and of philosophic works, including those written by Maritain, in
the same way that Maritain himself might have selected them in his
search for the philosophy of the Absolute.

With Maritain's probable

sequence of study in mind, this essay begins with a detailed explanation of the modern philosophy of the Absolute, the primary
concept of which challenged Maritain in his search for modern
meanings of the Absolute.

Maritain's scientifically oriented mind

would doubtless turn to the research of the Absolute in history.
Because of his thorough knowledge of early philosophy, Maritain
saw Descartes as the origin of many of modern man's problems.

Both

consciously and unconsciously, Maritain, a new convert to Catholicism, looked to the Church for answers about the Absolute.
also searching for answers from his contemporaries.

He was

Kant, in Mari-

tain' s view, was one of the first philosophers to recognize the
direction in which mankind was drifting.
in the ideas that Henri Bergson set forth.

VI

Maritain became interested
The seed of thought

and hope planted by Bergson came to full maturity in Maritain's
study of St. Thomas Aquinas.

Using Aquinas' principles, Maritain

assimilated the knowledge to which he had been exposed.
Maritain's treatise on knov;ledge is basic to his philosophy
and, for that reason, it has been given special attention here.
Maritain's works on art and poetry illustrate vividly his philosophy of the Absolute.

The discussion of mysticism and Maritain's

commitment to the Absolute in his own life and work give some
insight into the man himself.
In a world of human efforts to excel in almost every field,
knowledge of the meaning of the Absolute is strangely absent.

It

has been difficult to find literary works written on the subject.
Although history reveals that the Absolute has never occupied the
top position in philosophical subject matter, it is frequently
mentioned in philosophical works.

Its meaning remains unclear

and nebulous. But that is a characteristic of the Absolute.
cannot be scientifically analyzed.

It must be considered by em-

ploying the intuition as well as the intellect.

vn
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INTRODUCTION
After Jacques Maritain died in 1973, an article appeared
in Time magazine which was entitled "Pilgrim of the Absolute."
Although the word 'absolute' was not repeated in the article
which included, in addition to a brief story of his life, a glowing tribute to Maritain and his religious faith, I was drawn to the
word 'absolute' and the implications of its meaning in a sort of
spiritual phototropism.

I began to read some of Maritain's books

and to discover that the Absolute was like a scarlet thread running
throughout his works.
What is the Absolute?
English Language

The Random House Dictionary of the

defines the work as "free from imperfection;

complete; perfect; free from restriction or limitation; not limited
in any way; not comparative or relative; ultimate; intrinsic."
These definitions fall neatly within the precepts of Existentialism
and expose only a small outer portion of the iceberg which might
be called The Absolute.

Like an iceberg, the Absolute, mysterious

and beautiful in its remoteness, lurks beneath the sea of knov;ledge,
The Absolute preoccupied Socrates v/hen he observed that the
perfect order of the exterior world proved the intervention of a

The Random House Dictionary ^
s.v. "absolute."

^tlie English Language, 1966 ed.,
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supreme intelligence.^

Plato went a step further with his prin-

ciple that true being can be attained only by reflection on the
concepts of forms and ideas.^ Aristotle arrived at the knowledge
of the existence of a supreme being through the application of his
principle of causality.^

Much later, Neo-Platonism developed its

idea of an inaccessible God who communicates with the human soul
through mystic intuitions. With the dawn of the scientific age,
Cartesian philosophy diverted man's search for the Supreme Being
or Cause to the search for the real by separating man, matter, and
God.^

This separation not only initiated the use of the scienti-

fic method as a valid and viable search for reality and truth, but,
in separating man from his work and from God, it laid the groundwork for many of the ills that beset the world today, as Jacques Maritain set out to prove in his book, Le Songe de Descartes. With all
his scientifically objectified knowledge, man is unable to reconcile
that knowledge with being or existence.
Nurtured in, and influenced by, a scientific world which believed that only those things which could be proven and seen are real,
it is predictable that Jacques Maritain should be a realist and
that he should find it necessary to discover the real reason for
existence.

This reason became so vital to him that, at one point

in their lives, he and RaTssa, who was to become his wife, made a

^Stumpf, Samuel E., Socrates to Sartre (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Co., 1966), p. 43.
^Ibid., p. 49.

^Ibid., pp. 89, 90.

^Ibid., p. 259.

vow to end their lives if they could not establish a reason for
their existence.

Fortunately for them and for us, they were able

to do that through their association with, and studies of, Henri
Bergson and Leon Bloy.

It was Father Humbert Clarissac, a Dominican

priest, however, who ultimately led them to a study of St. Thomas
Aquinas.

Through St. Thomas Aquinas, the realist, Jacques Maritain

was to discover the basic philosophy that he and RaTssa were to
spend the rest of their lives interpreting and applying to the modern
age.

So it was that, centuries after their introduction, the principles

of St. Thomas Aquinas, the torch that he lit so prayerfully to show
the way for a dark world, flamed once again for a still dark, modern
world.

No one was better qualified for his role of torch-bearer

than Jacques Maritain, holder of degrees in science and philosophy
from the Sorbonne, professor and lecturer in renowned universities
of Europe and the United States, and author of books in the fields
of philosophy, religion, politics, art, and poetry.
The probable source and development of the Absolute is evident
in Maritain's works, and this essay endeavors to examine those
philosophies which are likely sources as well as to emphasize
the elements basic to the philosophy of the Absolute in Maritain's
works.

Contrary to what might be expected, however, there was not

a period of gradual development or evolution of the philosophy of
the Absolute in Maritain.

The turning point in his life, by his

own admission, was his Christian conversion.

Through this and the

influence of Peguy, Bergson, Leon Bloy, and others, the tenets of
his philosophy and theological beliefs began to take the basic form
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that he wrote about and enhanced upon for the rest of his life.^
It is quite true, however, that his earliest works, i.e., Le Songe
de^ Descartes and l_a Philosophie Bergsonienne lacked the temperance
and the element of understanding and love that later works, i.e.,
L'Art et la scolastique produced.

It was in this and later works

that Maritain revealed the mysticism that was an integral part of
his philosophy.
Certain concepts play a vital role in understanding Maritain
and the Absolute.

He viewed idealism as suicidal in that the ideal

ist must substitute for the real. The idealist does not want to
begin with the thing, but to begin with the thought, and so has no
choice but to end with the thought.

On the contrary, Maritain

defended realism as a living, growing philosophy filled with

RaTssa Maritain described the development of their philosophy in the following way:
"Peu a peu la hierarchie de valeurs spirituelles, intellectuelles, scientifiques, nous apparaTt, et nous commengons a
comprendre qu'elles peuvent ne pas §tre ennemies les unes des
autres. A des degres divers toutes participent de la lumiere
d'ou descend toute connaissance. Et nous voyons clairement que
la verite des unes ne saurait etre ennemie de la verite des
autres. Une fois reconnues inoperantes les objections du
scepticisme rationaliste et du positivisme pseudo-scientifique
qui, detruisant la valeur de la raison, detruisent eux-memes la
valeur de tout argument situe dans la sphere de leur vision et
dirige contre 1'affirmation d'un absolu religieux, la veracite de
la foi devenait une hypothese plausible. Nous pensions que la
Foi elle-meme pouvait etre consideree comme un don superieur
d'intuition, et que, faisant appel a I'idee d'une verite absolue
elle devait impliquer aussi et permettre de degager une doctrine
de la connaissance assurant les prises de 1'intelligence humaine
sur la realite." (Maritain, RaTssa, Les Grandes Amities [New
York: Editions de la Maison Frangaise, Inc., 1941 J, p. 207.)

fundamental truths to be analyzed and described.

Like a scien-

tist taking methodical steps to carry out an experiment, Maritain
(following St. Thomas' lead) described the way the mind first
recognizes something as real, and in so doing establishes the intellect as real in itself.

A mind cannot know unless it is.

Like

the artist's brush, the mind is only the instrument with which
one expresses knowledge.
exists.

In and through the act of knowing, one

On the other hand, the object is or exists through the

act of being known.

However, two types of existence, material

and immaterial or tendential, must be admitted.

Material existence

is apart from the mind and of itself, and immaterial or tendential existence is of the mind; yet both are real. Thus, the
Absolute is not an ideal; it is a reality.
It exists apart from judgment or criticism.

The Absolute exists.
Maritain goes further

in stating that knowledge in God and existence are the same thing;
that His existence is His way of understanding, and to know God
is to know He exists.

Thus, knov^ledge in God and the Absolute

are closely tied to existence and to the reason for existence.^
With this conviction and the vast amounts of knowledge which
Maritain possessed and chose to use as a flashing sword in
his writings and lectures, he dedicated his life to teaching
the modern world that the real cannot be found by separating
man from matter and God.

On the contrary, true reality

°Maritain, Jacques, The Degrees of Knowledge (New York:
Charles Scribner & Sons, 19Wy, p. 113.

and the reason for existence lie in bringing man, matter, and God,
together.
I chose the subject of Maritain and the Absolute because

of

my own quest for a reason for being, and because I sensed (from
the article in Time magazine) that Maritain was a man of genius
and dedication who was capable of meeting one of the most challenging periods in the world's history, one in which man's objectivity
has led him to know everything but to understand nothing.

In his

quest for knowledge, man has lost his own identity. Maritain saw
the resolution to this problem in man's ascent to the Absolute.
In his more than fifty books which treated numerous phases of
knowledge from politics to art and poetry, Maritain sought to place
man in his proper perspective and inspire his ascent to the Absolute.
When I began the work on Maritain and the Absolute, I viewed
it as a quest for the reason for my existence and I was curious
about both Maritain and the concept of the Absolute. As the work
progressed, however, I became a willing disciple of Maritain's
philosophy which so closely follows that of St. Thomas which,
in turn, reflects the Bible and the teachings of Jesus Christ.
The purpose of this essay, then, is an effort to arrive at a better
understanding of the definition of the Absolute, to examine its
validity, to determine man's position in his search for the Absolute,
and to consider Maritain's philosophy of the Absolute as a viable
solution to man's being all that he can be. To accomplish this.

I have employed a review of past philosophies and of some modern
concepts of the Absolute,

Specific attention has been paid to the

development of the Absolute in Maritain and to tracing the thread
of the Absolute in selected works by Maritain.
Although Maritain was French and wrote all his works in French,
he was better known as an author and lecturer in the United States
than in France.

For this reason, most of his works have been trans-

lated into English, and the French editions appear infrequently in
American libraries. Because of this, most of the quotations from
Maritain appear here in English. Wherever possible, the French is
used so as not to lose the full meaning of the original.

I. THE ABSOLUTE DEFINED
The words 'perfect' and 'complete' provide
basis for the concept of the Absolute.

an elementary

It is generally accepted

that nothing known to man is really perfect, but, if this is so,
how can the definition of the word 'perfect' be accurately conceived?
Yet, it is inherent in mankind that there is an ultimate perfection,
whether it be in individual forms, a whole, a supreme being, or a
combination of these. Which of these, if any, can be classified
as the Absolute?

Since Socrates, the Absolute has been treated

philosophically in one or more of these forms: the Whole of the
universe, a supreme being, or as individual absolutes such as Science,
Good Will, etc. Historical theories pertaining to the Absolute
have had a profound influence on the modern concept of the Absolute.
Some of the historical ideas will be discussed in a later chapter,
but it seems logical and expedient to establish initially what the
modern philosopher or thinker has in mind when he speaks of the
Absolute.

Basic elements of the Absolute that emerge from the

gray mists of centuries of attempts to sound the depths of the
unknown are revealed in the following excerpts and commentaries.
Some authors have approached the research by advancing principles
considered necessary to establish the idea of the Absolute.

Others

have attempted to describe only the elusive characteristics of the
Absolute.

Of prime importance, however, has been to establish the

existence of a supreme being and to determine what constitutes
8

the Real.

J. E. Turner begins with:

The complex automatism of the physical universe - regarded of course in its true character as a mechanism . . . which
is an inherent and indispensable fixity of organization. . . .
absolutely precludes all possibility of its own spontaneous
evolution; nevertheless the physical universe actually exhibits
an uninterrupted evolution which appears, so far as its highest
products are concerned, to have no conceivable limits.^
The author then concludes that both the perfect character of the
mechanism of the universe together with its inherent capacity for
limitless self-evolution prove the existence of a supreme being.
He continues:
It is, then, logically necessary to distinguish the supreme
self, as such, from the whole of reality, or from the Absolute,
although to mistake their distinction for separation is a fundamental error. On the contrary, there exists an indestructible
unity between this self and the Whole, so that the Whole is
inherently continuous; only it is a continuity everywhere
characterized by a complete definiteness of differentiated
organization and type. This, of course, is no new feature;
for such continuity, inseparably combined with definiteness,
is patent in every part of real existence - in the structure
of atom and crystal as in the organization of life and consciousness. When therefore we expand this familiar modern conception
so as to apply it to the Whole, we discern the supreme self as
one definite real and the physical universe as another. The
nature of each, taken as itself, is definite, and in absolute
contrast with the nature of the other; and yet when taken as
within the Whole, each is continuous with the other.^^
It is understood from this that the Absolute is distinguished
from the Supreme Self as the whole of reality which includes the
automatic physical mechanism and the uninterrupted evolutional
capacity of the physical world.

Turner neatly resolves the question

^Turner, J. E., Personality and Reality (New York
The MacMillan Company, 1926), pp. 161, WT,
l^Ibid., p. 164.
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of whether the Absolute is the Supreme Self or the Ultimate Real
by the statement that when they are taken as a Whole, "each is
continuous with the other."
The idea of the Supreme Self as the Absolute is further
developed with the concept of the Absolute or Whole as One Mind.
J. H. Cleobury writes: "The belief in One Mind, whether we call
it God or the Absolute seems to be the result of accepting Idealism . . . and of holding in conjunction with it certain views as
to the unity, consistency and coherence of all that is."^^

If, in-

deed, the One Mind is truly the Whole; then it must include the subject and the object of knowing and being known.

Cleobury holds that

this must be true if, as Idealism purports, the object cannot be
known without the subject and that if the One Mind is the Whole,
it would not only have to include the subject and object but that
the Whole could conceivably know itself reflexively, as there could
be nothing outside of the Whole.

The subject-object Whole, then,

is the systematic unity wherein lies the "consistency and coherence
of all that is," as Cleobury phrased it. He elaborates further:
To say that the Real is a systematic unity is to say that
it is coherent. I should use "coherence" for the mutual
implication, or at least the mutual relevance, between part
and part and between parts and Whole. Consistency . . . is
that positive state of a Whole which is negatively described
by the phrase "not self-contradictory."^^
Cleobury, T. H., God, Man and the Absolute (London:
Hutchinson & Co., n. d . ) , p. 14.
l^ibid., p. 14.
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In the concept of coherence we can see a similarity to the concept
of plasticity in the evolutionary capacity of the universe as set
forth by Turner.

Likewise, the concept of fixity can be compared

to Cleobury's concept of consistency in which "The real is consistent
with itself. . . . Nothing that can be truly said about what really
is can contradict anything else that can be truly said about it."!^
The systematic unity of the Whole or the real which embodies unity,
coherence and consistency can then qualify as the universe of
fixity and plasticity.
In summary, the Absolute can be classified as the Whole or
the Real. A supreme self or mind is recognized to be the creator of
the Absolute as a part of it or all of it.

The supreme self is

generally considered to be different from, but continuous with, the
Ultimate Real which is divided into the mechanism of fixity and complexity and that portion of the real with marked plasticity of response
to environment.

The Supreme Self takes the form of a dominant mind

or One Mind which is the subject-object Whole.

"Our Absolute may

be . . . the analogy of a A(5YOS, a meaningful sentence, in v;hich
subject, predicate, and connectives all play an indispensable
part,"^^ writes J. N. Findlay.
In addition to these modern-day concepts of the Absolute,
it is interesting to consider the following quotations which do not

I'^Cleobury, p. 15.
Findlay, J. N., Ascent to the Absolute (London: George
Allen & Unwin Ltd., n. d . ) , p. 2^7
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necessarily define the Absolute, but which, with their perceptive
insight, approach the true essence of the term;
"The Absolute is an absolute because the relativity of
knowledge - the relation of subject to object - is somehow
transcended in it.-*-^
"The Absolute, as qualified by the experience of subject/
object harmony is an indeterminable unity wherein all oppositions
between subject and object are resolved and contained.15
"In the Absolute, knowledge and power are not ultimately
distinguishable.-^'
"Absolutes are the limits of explanation.^^
"In the Absolute the ideal is real.ly
"The individuality, substantiality and value of an individual were regarded as proportional to the extent to which
his experience approached the Absolute experience.^^
"A satisfactory Absolute should in some manner embody
all intrinsic, all mandatory values, all that we consider to
be good in themselves, and not merely preferred by ourselves
or some other class of conscious beings, and that it should
incarnate them in some supreme, in some unsurpassable form.^-*"Absolutes like other concepts must give light and leading
or else they must be pitilessly discarded."^^

15

Cleobury, p. 16.

1c

Deutsch, Eliot, Humanity and Divinity (Honolulu: University
of Hawaii, 1970), p. 14.
Cleobury, p. 19.
^ ^ i n d l a y , p. 19.
1-Deutsch, p. 47.
20cieobury, p. 39.
2 l F i n d l a y , p. 27.
2 ^ I b i d . , p. 19.

II. HISTORICAL VIEWS OF THE ABSOLUTE
(1) Rene Descartes (1596-1650)
In an effort to formulate an enduring philosophy, one which
would be meaningful to modern man, Jacques Maritain, student and
philosopher, studied the philosophers of the past.

He saw Descartes

as the perpetrator of a humanistic philosophy which separated man
from God.

Like Descartes, he began to believe that he could attain

all knowledge and master all things without the help of God.

The

scope of knowledge, however, was limited to empirical knowledge.
The limitations placed on man by this philosophy cast irreparable
damage on the advancement of mankind.

It was for this reason that

Maritain criticized and belittled Descartes and his philosophy.
It is appropriate that the discussion of philosophers of the
past and their concepts of the Absolute should begin with Descartes,
because the structure of his philosophy, with its obvious fallacies,
albeit elements of genius, emerges as the beginning of a philosophy
of Empiricism and, as such, a necessary step for the advancement
of mankind in the field of science.

For, advance he has, although

the point of emphasis, largely due to Descartes and his philosophy,
may have retarded the growth and expansion of the learning process
and denied the world untold potential.

The question was, according

to Maritain, at what price did Descartes introduce Science to the
world?
Although it may not have been termed as such, science was for
13
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Descartes and three centuries of his followers, the Absolute.

To

understand this, one must understand the Absolute that Descartes
presented to the world.

He recorded in his diary that he had a

dream in which "il fut rempli par 1'Enthousiasme, il trouva les
fondements de la Science admirable."^-^

He called it "1'Esprit

de Verite qui descendait sur lui pour le posseder."^^

The original

title of Descartes' Discourse on Method was to have been: Project
of ai Universal Science Destined to Raise our Nature to its Highest
Degree of Perfection.

This was, Descartes believed, a veritable

handbook for describing the Absolute.

Maritain subtly criticized

Descartes' idea of man's ascent to the Absolute through the use of
the 'Method' in this way: "II ne peut pas manquer de reussir, il
parviendra par une voie infaillible, et facile, a la Science universelle qui elevera notre nature a son plus haut degre de perfection."^^

Maritain gives Descartes credit for the idea "que la

Science doit §tre I'oeuvre d'un seul, un ouvrage compose de la main
d'un seul maitre."^^

Still testifying to his belief in God, Descartes

wrote, "Mais I'ordre que j'ai tenu en ceci a ete tel.

Premiere-

ment, j'ai tache de trouver en general les principes, ou premieres
causes de tout ce qui est ou qui peut etre dans le monde, sans rien

^^Maritain, Jacques, Le Songe de Descartes (Paris: Editions
R.-A. Correa, 1932), p. 4.
^^Ibid., p. 7.

25ibid., p. 24.

26ibid., p. 18.
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considerer, pour cet effet, que Dieu seul qui I'a cree."^^ So
Descartes admits that God is the Creator of Science.

In addition

to this. Science was not an ensemble of different kinds of science,
but, as Maritain paraphrased it, "une seule science universelle parfaitement une, comme est la science de Dieu, qui voit tout dans son
essence."2^

This revelation of all knowledge called Science was the

Whole, the Absolute.

It existed.

It remained only for Descartes,

divinely inspired, he believed, to reveal the simple methods for the
discovery and mastery of it.

It is at this point that Descartes,

appealing to man's pride, lured him to the mythology of modern times
as Maritain described contemptuously:
Cette Science qui tient dans la mythologie des temps nouveaux un role aussi majestueux et aussi formidable que le progres lui-m§me, cette Science qui a tout promis et qui a tout
nie, qui a eleve au-dessus de toutes choses 1'independance
absolue, la divine aseite de I'esprit humain, et qui a fait de
tant d'hommes, detournes par elle des verites eternelles, des
etres douloureux.^^
In Descartes' vision, he saw, or, as he believed, he had the
revelation from God about the physical universe and its fixity of
organization, the admirable science which he believed to be the
Absolute, or all knov;ledge.

Descartes wrote: "The sciences taken

all together are identical with human wisdom, which always remains

^^Descartes, Rene, Discours de l_a methode (Paris: J. Vrin,
1962), p. 53.
28Maritain, J., Le Songe, pp. 28, 29.
^^Ibid., p. 31.
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one and the same, however applied to d i f f e r e n t subjects, . .

,"^^

Maritain f u r t h e r paraphrases Descartes w i t h :
Science est I'oeuvre d'une i n t e l l i g e n c e qui trouve en
s o i , inees, toutes les notions dont e l l e a besoin, et qui
par suite depend proprement, regoit tout de Dieu qui I'a creee
et non pas des choses q u ' e l l e connait; la c l a i r e vue des
natures simples et de leurs rapports, dont la notion e s t , de
naissance imprimee par Dieu dans I'ame, voila 1'instrument de
notre raison . . . . La science, ainsi congue, se construit
au dedans de I ' e s p r i t sans subir le contact et la domination
des choses, avec lesquelles sans doute e l l e se trouve concorder mais en raison du seul jeu des exigences de I ' e s p r i t
lui-meme, et grace a la veracite de celui qui a f a i t les
choses et 1 ' e s p r i t . ^ ^
From t h i s , Maritain drew the following conclusion:
Et voici que se meprenant sur 1'essence meme de la connaissance, i l se s a i s i t de 1 ' i n t e l l e c t i o n comme d'une chose
ou d'un o b j e t , non comme de 1'active et vivante assimilation
des objets et des choses; voici q u ' i l est dans la Pensee
comme dans (un monde c l o s , impermeable sur soi-meme f i x e et
ferme) et dont la veracite divine g a r a n t i t seule la correspondance aux choses.^2
Descartes chose to ignore the existence of any other but
the physical world and i t s f i x i t y of organization.

Maritain ob-

jected vehemently to t h i s Positivism, because i t l i m i t e d knowledge to "un monde c l o s , impermeable sur soi-meme f i x e et ferme,"
a world which is r e l a t i v e and which denies the potential of the
Absolute.
30

Descartes had, in t h i s way, l i m i t e d man's scope of

Descartes, Rene, Descartes Selections, ed. Ralph M. Eaton

(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1927), p. 38.
"^^Maritain, Le Songe, pp. 62, 63.
^ ^ I b i d . , p. 46.
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knowledge.

He had set boundaries to include only those objects

which man experiences through his senses. Although God was
acknowledged to be the Giver of all knowledge, it was as if He were
no longer an active, living God, but a passive on-looker who
watched as man discovered the knowledge that had been given him
at birth.

Descartes made it possible for man to open the door

to one of the rooms in the vast storehouse of knowledge, but,
blinded by his enthusiasm, he closed all other outlets, thinking
he had discovered the Absolute.

(2) Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)
Over a century after Descartes had established the scientific
method and changed philosophical thinking by shifting the emphasis
of man's dependence upon God to man's dependence upon himself and
his ability to learn the truth by sense experience, Immanuel Kant
"viewed the drift of scientific thought, and he saw in its mechanical model. . . . Pursuing this method, science would have no
need for nor could it account for such notions as freedom and God.''-^^
What troubled Kant was that scientists seemed to be progressively
successful in determining the nature of reality and that they
were showing decreasing interest in the metaphysical concepts of
God and freedom and of morality and ethics,

Kant realized that

something was lacking; that knowledge pertaining to the fixity of
the physical mechanism was preoccupying mankind, while the Supreme
Self, the plasticity of selfhood, and the evolutional capacity
of the universe were treated as if they did not exist.

Stumpf

summarized it as follows: "The problem, then, was how to reconcile
the two seemingly contradictory interpretations of events, one
holding that all events are the product of necessity and the other
saying that in certain aspects of human behavior there is freedom."-^^
For this reason, Kant went about his task of re-establishing the
veracity of metaphysics. He saw that metaphysics, like a long33

Stumpf, Socrates, p. 305.

^^Ibid., p. 305,
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deserted, once-elegant mansion, required some re-inforcement of
i t s foundations to make i t acceptable to a s c i e n t i f i c a l l y - o r i e n t e d
world.

Stumpf i n t e r p r e t s Kant's thought to mean that t h i s could

best be accomplished by establishing
t h a t , i n p r i n c i p l e s c i e n t i f i c knowledge is similar to metaphysical knowledge, and therefore, the j u s t i f i c a t i o n or explanation of s c i e n t i f i c thought on the one hand and metaphysical thought concerning freedom and morality on the other
are the same. . . . Both in science and in metaphysics, the
mind s t a r t s with some given datum, which gives rise to a judgment i n human reason.35
Kant constructed his philosophy of the Absolute with the
following basic p r i n c i p l e s : that the v^orld is not what i t appears
to be to us, that ultimate r e a l i t y is not j u s t phenomenal r e a l i t y ,
or the v/orld as we experience i t , that r e a l i t y includes also nonsensual r e a l i t y or noumenal r e a l i t y which is purely i n t e l l i g i b l e .
Kant f u r t h e r defines phenomenal and noumenal r e a l i t y i n t h i s way:
"The matter of a phenomenon is given to us e n t i r e l y a p o s t e r i o r i ,
but i t s form must l i e a p r i o r i in the mind, and hence i t must be
capable of being considered by i t s e l f apart from sensation."36
This a p r i o r i knowledge is "absolutely independent of a l l experience"37 and a p o s t e r i o r i is by experience.

I t was Kant's opinion

that man's phenomenal s e l f was subject to causality, that is "that
connection o f one state with another that precedes i t i n the world

^^Stumpf, Socrates, p. 307.

^^Kant, Immanuel, Philosophy of Kant , trans, and ed. John
Watson (Glasgow: James Maclehose ancTSons, 1908), p. 22.
37 Ibid., p. 9.
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of sense, in which the second state follows the first in conformity with a rule."3^

But man's noumenal self possesses freedom

because "reason creates for itself the idea of a spontaneity, which
can begin to act purely of itself, without beina determined to
activity by another cause. . . ."39

Noumenal self would include

those things of the mind such as reason, morality, and the will.
In addition, there are two types of reason: theoretical and practical rational knowledge.

Theoretical knowledge can apply to either

the phenomenal or noumenal self, but practical, rational knowledge is
applied to the noumenal self and necessarily includes such things
as morality.
judgments.

Moral judgments are made in a similar way to scientific
Stumpf clarifies Kant's thinking with these statements:

Just as our theoretical reason brings the category of
causality to visible objects and thereby explains the process
of change, so also the practical reason brings to any given
moral situation the concept of duty or ought [obligation]. . . .
Morality for Kant is, therefore, an aspect of rationality and
has to do with our consciousness of rules or 'laws' of behavior,
which we consider both universal and necessary. The qualities
of universality and necessity are the marks of a priori judgments,
and this further confirms Kant's view that the principles of
behavior are derived by the practical reason a priori. . . .
Moral philosophy is the quest for these principles that apply
to all rational beings and that lead to behavior that we call
good.40
Kant says that, "Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world.

^^Kant, Philosophy, p. 182.
39 Ibid., pp. 182, 183.
^^^Stumpf, Socrates, pp. 321, 322
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or even out of it, which can be called good, without qualification,
except a good will."^l
good will.

Kant has thus declared the Absolute to be

This "good will" is one that acts from a sense of duty.

Duty implies a kind of obligation or moral law which is universal,
each individual has an autonomous will, fy-ee and independent,
through which he legislates the moral law.

It is important to

point out his idea of freedom, because Kant used it to distinguish between the scientific world and the world of the self, between the phenomenal and the noumenal world.

Indeed, it is evi-

dent that the world of Science, as Descartes envisioned it, had
no such freedom.

It was a world limited to those things which

could be experienced and proven by the scientific method. The
desire to reveal the existence of this freedom was one of the main
purposes of Kant's philosophy.

It was to become equally important

to Jacques Maritain, although the two philosophers' concepts of
the Absolute were not the same.
The idea of freedom of the will led Kant to further insights concerning immortality and God.

He rationalized that, since

virtue (good will) was the supreme good, the full realization
of rational being requires both happiness and virtue.

However,

from experience, man knows that happiness and virtue are not necessarily connected.

It appears, then, impossible for man to achieve

41
Kant, Immanuel, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals
(New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1949), p T T l .
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fullness i n t h i s world, although the moral law commands us to
s t r i v e f o r perfect good.

This implies an endless progress toward

t h i s i d e a l , but t h i s i s possible only on the supposition of the
immortality o f the soul and the existence of God as the basis
f o r the necessary connection between happiness and v i r t u e .

It

i s , then, necessary to postulate "the existence of a cause of
nature as a whole, v/hich i s d i s t i n c t from nature, and which is
able to connect happiness and morality i n exact harmony with each
other and thus i t i s morally necessary to hold the existence of
God."42
Strangely, and perhaps prophetically, Kant began his search
f o r the Absolute by deductions which were made in the same way
that s c i e n t i f i c deductions were formed by Descartes.

Although

Kant and, l a t e r , M a r i t a i n , rejected the s c i e n t i f i c or theoretic
approach as the solution to a l l of man's problems, they applied
i t s p r i n c i p l e s to the development of t h e i r philosophies.
Kant's findings led him through the maze of the human mind
i n an e f f o r t to understand man's reason and the Absolute which
is the E n d - i n - i t s e l f .

The ultimate result was, as Hutchings

summarizes: "There i s something that has absolute value . . . v i z
g o o d - w i l l , and i t exists e i t h e r actually or p o t e n t i a l l y in every

^^Kant, Philosophy, p. 297.
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man. . . ."

In connection with these findings, Kant was unable

to avoid the necessity and universality of God.

It was almost

counterclockwise from this that Descartes had moved; from beginning with the necessity and universality of God who was recognized
as the Creator of the Science but who was almost forgotten in the
complete commitment of mankind to the knowledge of science.

Where

Descartes v/as concerned with the phenomenal, the mechanism of the
universe, in his search for the Absolute, Kant turned to the noumenal, the selfhood, and, finally, the supreme self in his quest
for the Absolute.

"^"^Hutchings, Patrick A., Kant on Absolute Value (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 19727, p. 289.

III.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ABSOLUTE IN MARITAIN
(1) Henri Bergson (1859-1941)

Just after the turn of the century, a young student by the
name of Jacques Maritain had completed his baccalaureate in science.
RaTssa Oumansoff, a young Russian Jewess attending the Sorbonne
and working on the same degree, became acquainted with Maritain.
It was not long before they realized that their interests and goals
were much the same.

In time, they were to become husband and wife,

but not until they had spent much of their time together trying
to solve the perplexing problems that they encountered both in their
studies and about life in general.

They attended the lectures of

Henri Bergson, professor of metaphysics at the College de France,
who played an important role in Jacques Maritain's search for the
Absolute, because, as Daujat put it, "Bergson le faisait deboucher
du monde ferme dans lequel 1'enseignement de Sorbonne I'emprisonnait."44
What answers did Bergson offer that appealed to Maritain?

The

era v^as one in which modern science was reaching its most impressive
heights of achievement.

Darwin's On the Origin of Species by Means

of Natural Selection had recently been published.

In spite of the

"^^Daujat, Jean, Maritain, un maitre pour notre temps (Paris:
Tequi, n. d . ) , p. 8.
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work done by Kant, Hegel and others during the previous century,
there had been little progress in dispelling the ideas set forth by
Descartes that all things were parts of a mechanism.

Stumpf des-

cribed the era as one in which it was believed that "things were
related to each other in a tight sequence of cause and effect.
Human nature was also viewed in these material and mechanical terms.
As Parts of a tightly organized cosmic machine, men were no longer
thought of as being 'free', as possessing freedom of the will."45
Any change in the universe simply meant different combinations of
matter v;hich could not be reduced or added to.
Bergson's philosophy offered freedom and hope for mankind
in other areas besides the scientific world.

Alexander gives the

following description: "To his contemporaries Bergson appeared as
the 'liberator.'

His historical role was, indeed, to free thought

from the deceits of language and the illusions of conceptual thinking as well as from the mechanism and determinism of nineteenthcentury 'scientisme.' "^^

Irwin Edman, in his foreword to Bergson's

Creative Evolution explains the mystical influence of Bergson with,
"It is not hard to see what the dreaming spirits of men, whose
dreams had been clipped by physics and by society, found in this
45

Stumpf, Socrates, p. 385.

"^^Alexander, Ian W., Bergson (London: Bowes & Bowes, 1957),
p. 7.
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celebration of enraptured impulse and creative movement."47
Bergson contended that analysis f a l s i f i e s the nature of
the object by breaking i t down into units of space and s t a t i c
p a r t s , and, by i t s multiple points of view, i t ultimately destroys the essence o f an object.

The essence of an object is

i t s duration or i t s v i t a l existence.

The essence of duration

is the elan v i t a l which was explained by Bergson in t h i s way:
Un elan peut precisement suggerer quelque chose de ce
genre et f a i r e penser aussi, par 1 ' i n d i v i s i b i l i t e a I ' i n f i n i
de ce qui en est exterieurement pergu, a cette duree r e e l l e ,
e f f i c a c e , qui est I ' a t t r i b u t essentiel de la v i e . Telles
etaient les idees que nous enfermions dans 1'image de I ' e l a n
v i t a l .^8
Within Bergson's theory of duration which he considered to
be e s s e n t i a l l y the elan v i t a l , lay the Absolute which was only
attainable through i n t u i t i o n .

Bergson wrote:

I t follows from t h i s that an absolute could only be given
i n an i n t u i t i o n , w h i l s t everything else f a l l s within the
province of analysis. By i n t u i t i o n is meant the kind of
i n t e l l e c t u a l sympathy by which one places oneself within an
object i n order to coincide with what is unique in i t and
consequently inexpressible.^"
Bergson used the " i n t e l l e c t u a l sympathy" of one's inner self to
explain his theory of duration:
47

Bergson, Henri, Creative Evolution (New York: Random
House, 1944), p. xv.
^^Bergson, Henri, Deux sources de la morale (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1961), p. IT^.
^^Bergson, Henri, An Introduction to Metaphysics (New York:
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 19lT}, p. 1 .
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[There existed] a continuity of flow comparable to no
other flowing I have ever seen. It is a succession of states
each one of which announces what follows and contains what
precedes. . . .
In reality, none of them do begin or end;
they all dove-tail into one another.50
Bergson further explained his theories of intuition and duration
and how they are related to the philosophy of the Absolute with
the following passage:
There are two ways of knowing a thing. The first implies
going all around it, the second, entering into it. . . . Of
the first kind of knowledge we shall say that it stops at
the relative; of the second that wherever possible, it attains
the absolute. . . . When I speak of an absolute movement, it
means that I attribute to the mobile an inner being and, as it
were, states of soul; it also means that I am in harmony with
these states and enter into them by an effort of imagination. . . .
In short, the movement will not be grasped from
without and, as it were, from where I am, but from within, inside it, in what it is in itself. I shall have hold of an
absolute.51
Bergson summed up his theory of intuition by writing: "Relative
is symbolic knowledge through pre-existing concepts, v^hich goes
from the fixed to the moving, but not of intuitive knov^ledge which
establishes itself in the moving reality and adopts the life itself of things.

This intuition attains the absolute."^2

Bergson's theory of intuition intrigued Maritain, although
he was later to reject it, because he felt that it belittled the
ability of the human intellect.

The following statement by Berg-

son was so interpreted by Maritain:
50

Bergson, Creative Mind, p. 192.

^hbid., pp. 187, 188.

^^Ibid.,

p. 227.
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Intelligence remains the luminous nucleus around which
instinct, even enlarged and purified into intuition, forms
only a vague nebulosity. But, in default of knowledge properly so called, reserved to pure intelligence, intuition
may enable us to grasp what it is that intelligence fails to
give us, and indicate the means of supplementing it. . . .
Thus, intuition may bring the intellect to recognize that life
does not quite go into the category of the many nor yet into
that of the one; that neither mechanical causality nor finality
can give a sufficient interpretation of the vital process.53
Later, in Maritain's critique of Bergson's philosophy he subtly
mocked Bergson's treatment of analysis and intuition or the two
ways of knowing things:
The knowledge which results from analysis will necessarily
be artificial . . . it takes a multitude of views of it, and
by moving all around it, will manage to rebuild an image of the
object from all these views taken from without, an image that
is probably convenient in practice, but one in which the simple
reality that accounts for the unity and peculiarity of the
object will be precisely absent.54
Then, pertaining to intuition, Maritain wrote with a note of sarcasm:
Let us now put aside logic and reasoning and try to grasp
the real, this time not by an idea and with the help of intellectual knowledge, but directly in itself, through a sort
of living sympathy which makes us coincide with it, or rather,
to call things by their name, by a dilation of perception and
through an effort of our whole soul to transform us into the
object, to "play" it, to gpter into it, as an actor plays a
character and assumes it.55
Within Bergson's theory of duration, which he considered to
ir'5

Bergson, Creative Mind, p. 195.
^Maritain, Jacques, Bergsonian Philosophy and Thomism
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1955), p. 69.
^^Ibid., p. 124.
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be the elan vital, lay the Absolute which was only attainable
through intuition.

Bergson explained his philosophy of the

Absolute still further: "Then the Absolute is revealed Mery
near us and, in a certain measure, in us.

It is a psychological

and not of mathematical nor logical essence.

It lives with us.

Like us, but in certain aspects infinitely more concentrated and
more gathered up in itself, it endures."55

His theory of duration

can be viewed as synonymous with evolution or at least an attribute of it.
Absolute.
gress.

In many v^ays, it is analogous with the ascent to the
Man struggles against obstacles and works toward pro-

Meanwhile, the life force propels him toward a being of

intelligence, preoccupied with the practical use of matter, yet
retaining within himself a tendency tov/ard something more and
better, toward true reality.

This, according to Bergson, is in-

tuition, and this is where the individual takes over the ascent
to the Absolute, v/here, as Bergson writes: "Through those geniuses
of the will, the impetus of life, traversing matter, wrests from
it, for the future of the species, promises such as were out of
the question when the species was being constituted."5^
5^
"Bergson, Creative Evolution, p. 325.
^Bergson, Henri, Jhe Two Sources of Mot^ality and Religion
(New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1935), p. 49.

(2) S^. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)
Introduced to the works of the thirteenth century philosopher,
St. Thomas Aquinas, by his wife RaTssa, who had been reading Aquinas'
works with the recommendation of Father Humbert Clarissac, a Dominican
priest, Maritain found answers to some of his questions and confirmation of parts of the philosophy that was beginning to take
form in his mind.

In as much as Maritain's mind had been freed

from the bondage imposed upon it by the Sorbonne and its 'scientisme',
it was to grow and advance to serene maturity in the study of
St. Thomas.

Paradoxically, it was the works of St. Thomas which

placed Bergson's philosophy in perspective for Maritain.

Indeed,

he composed a critique of Bergson's philosophy entitled La Philosophie
Bergsonienne to explain the Thomist philosophy and its truths
to a world which was staggering under the yoke of materialism.
The philosophy of St. Thomas became an integral part of Jacques
Maritain's philosophy; perhaps, even to the extent that Daujat
described it: "II n'y a pas de philosophie de Maritain. . . .

La

philosophie de Maritain est la philosophie de Saint Thomas d'Aquin
qu'il entend suivre integralement."58

It is worth noting that

St. Thomas' philosophy was meant to incorporate or integrate
Aristotle's philosophy into the Catholic theology of that time
as commissioned by the Pope.

This would indicate, then, that

^^Daujat, p. 42.
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many of the principles that Jacques Maritain embraced were
Aristotelian in origin.
St. Thomas formulated five proofs of the existence of God.
As Stumpf summed up, these five proofs rested on "a rational understanding of the ordinary objects that we experience with our
senses . . .

and secondly upon his notion that the existence of

these objects requires a finite series of causes and ultimately a
First Cause, or God."^^ The five proofs include: (1) Proof from
Motion - Anything in motion is set in motion by another.

Aquinas

concludes, "Therefore we are bound to arrive at the first mover set
in motion by no other, and this everyone understands to be God."^^
(2) Proof from Efficient Cause - Aquinas makes the following conclusion, "Therefore if there were not a first among efficient causes,
which would be the case in an infinite series, there would be no intermediate causes nor an ultimate effect.
case.

This plainly is not the

A first cause, generally termed God, must therefore be in-

ferred."^^

(3) Proof from Necessary versus Possible Being.

Aquinas

explains: "Everything that is a possible-to-be has a cause. . . .
Causality, however, is not an infinite process. Therefore a necessary being is the conclusion."^^

(4) Proof from Degree of Per-

^^Stumpf, p. 190.
Aquinas, St. Thomas, St. Thomas Aquinas Philosophical Texts,
ed. and trans. Thomas Gil bey XTondon: Oxford University Press,
1967), p. 49.
^hbid., p. 54.

62ibid., p. 57.
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fection.

Of this, Aquinas writes.: "Now the maximum in any order is

the cause of all the other realities of that order.

Therefore there

is a real cause of being and goodness and all perfections whatsoever
in everything; and this we term God."53

(5) p^oof from the Order

of the Universe. Aquinas explains: "Contrary and discordant elements . . . cannot always, work harmoniously together unless they
be directed by something providing each and all with their tendencies
to a definite end. . . . There must be something, therefore, whose
providence directs the universe."5^
Aquinas' philosophy of knowledge demonstrates that "it is
connatural for us through the intellect to know them as they are
in individual matter but as they are abstracted from it by means
of intellectual consideration.

Consequently, we are able to know

intellectually things of this kind in a universal way that is above the capacity of sense power."55

The power to know things in

this way is called intellect or understanding.

Aquinas distinguish-

ed two types of understanding: speculative and practical. He wrote:
"The speculative has for its end the truth that it contemplates,
while the practical directs the truth under consideration toward
activity as an end."55

Speculative knowledge depends on (1) matter.

^^Aquinas, Philosophical Texts, p. 58.
64 Ibid., p. 62.
^^Aquinas, St. Thomas, The Pocket Aquinas, ed. and trans. Vernon J. Bourke (New York: Washington Square Press, 1960), p. 26.
^^Ibid., p. 35.
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(2) matter and understanding, and (3) understanding apart from matter.
This pertains to physics, natural science, and mathematics, in
that order.

However, there are some things which do not depend

on matter; they e x i s t without matter or as an a t t r i b u t e of matter.
This i s metaphysics.

In other words, practical understanding exists

in those areas where knowledge has as i t s goal an a c t i o n , that i s ,
a creation or an application of the speculative knowledge to do
something f o r the betterment of man.

In addition to t h i s , and

providing the seed f o r the s c i e n t i f i c age (which was to be nurtured
and brought i n t o being by Descartes), Aquinas set f o r t h the a c t i v i t i e s
of human c o g n i t i o n .

He believed a l l man's natural knowledge to

begin i n the senses; that the f i r s t act of the i n t e l l e c t was the
simple apprehension of some i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y .

In the foreword of

The Pocket Aquinas, Vernon J . Bourke explains Aquinas' theory of
knowledge as f o l l o w s :
The second act of i n t e l l e c t i s judgm.ent. . . . i n t e l l e c t ual composition or d i v i s i o n , combination or separation. . . .
The t h i r d act of understanding is the process of discursive
reasoning. One can move i n thought from one or more known
judgments to a new judgment which involves either the discovery
of new knowledge or the v e r i f i c a t i o n of something suspected
but not c l e a r l y known before. . . , Successful reasoning terminates i n a judgment which is the optimum act of understanding;
man r a r e l y rises to an act of pure i n t e l l e c t i o n ; his i n t e l l e c t
is forced by i t s own imperfection to think in the step-by-step
process, which is a poor substitute for f i r s t rate i n t u i t i v e
intelligence.57
I t i s only n a t u r a l , then, that Aquinas v*/ould c l a s s i f y a r t as
fi7
Aquinas, Pocket, pp. 3,4,
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"reasoning concerning works that are to be made . . . yet in some
fashion it resembles speculative habits, since it is also important to these speculative habits, how the thing that they consider
is in itself, but not how the hum.an appetite stands in regard to
them,"52

Maritain was to adopt this as well as other thoughts of

Aquinas on art as an integral part of his own philosophy.
Throughout Aquinas' works teleological proofs appear, and
there is in every division of his philosophy an element of ascent
to the Absolute as is revealed in this excerpt:
In its work, nature proceeds from simple things to complex
ones, so, in the case of things made by the working of nature,
that which is most complex is perfect and whole and the end
of the other, as is clear in the relation of all whole things
to their parts. So, too, human reason as operative proceeds
from simple things to comglex, going as it were from the
imperfect to the perfect.5^
Even Aquinas' description of the chain of being curiously resembles
a structured image of man and the Absolute.

The chain of being is

described as: "the universe as consisting of full range, or hierarchy, of different things. . . , These beings differ in species
and in the degree of their being."^^

The organization of this

concept is similar to the Degrees of Perfection which begins with
the lower forms of life and ascends to the "cause of their being,
goodness, and ewery other perfection", or the Absolute.
68
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Aquinas' concept of the Absolute becomes clearer by describing
its opposite, the relative, which implies real connections or
dependence between objects that make up the universe.

Mary

Cahill, in her dissertation, gives this explanation of the relative
and the absolute:
It [the relative] is a bond which establishes a kind of
unity between things, and is generally defined as the order
or respect of one thing toward another. . . .
The two concepts
•absolute' and 'relative' are fundamental in the explanation
of reality from its lowest level to its highest grade. Every
real thing of our experience is absolute for its existence as
such a thing, [ s i c ] As one ascends the ladder of reality,
one finds that things become less dependent and, consequently, less relative. Finally, one reaches the Reality as the
Absolute. . . . The superior of any series is absolute, and
the inferiors in the same series are relative.'^'
St. Thomas applied the concepts of the absolute and relative
to the theory of knowledge where speculative knowledge emerges as
relative in its act of division, combination, or separation; and
practical knowledge becomes the hope of divine intuition where the
intellect reaches the universals and the realm of the transcendental s in its search for the Absolute.

Aquinas summed up his phil-

osophy of knowledge in this way:
For knowledge of producible things to be perfect they
must be known precisely as producible. And therefore since
God's knowledge is in ewery way perfect, he must know the
things he can produce as such and not merely as objects of
speculation. But even so his knowledge loses nothing of the

'Cahill, Mary C , The Absolute and the Relative in St. Thomas
and in Modern Philosophy (Washington: The Catholic Press, 19397^
pp. 12, 31, 25.
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excellence of speculative knowledge, because he sees all
things other than himself in himself, and himself he knows
with speculative knowledge. Thus in his speculative knowledge
of himself he has knowledge both speculative and practical of
all other things,^^

^^Aquinas, St. Thomas, Summa Theologiae (New York: McGrawHill Book Co,, 1964), p. 61.

IV. MARITAIN'S PHILOSOPHY OF THE ABSOLUTE
(1) Knowledge
Maritain begins his philosophy of knowledge, which is in
reality a critique of the Thomist philosophy of knowledge, with
what he calls a 'common sense' approach.

He says: "One of the yery

first scandals for common sense in this matter concerns the relation
between things and the mind, the wery notion of truth."^^3

Thought

is not to be considered as the copying or tracing of the thing,
because if this were true, there would be no error.
would alv;ays be an exact copy of the thing.

The thought

So there is a differ-

ence between the conditions of thought and the conditions of the
thing.

However, there is an incomparable unity between the two.

Maritain explains:
In the act of knowing, the thing . . . and mind are not
only joined, they are strictly one, according to Aristotle's phrase, the intellect in act is the intelligible in act. . . .
There is adequation or conformity between intellect and
thing. . . .
It is a question of a certain conformity quite
unique in its class, between the way the mind declares itself
on the thing and posits it in existence in its own inner act
of judgment, and the way the thing exists. . . . For judgment
is like an imitation of the creative act, an imitation that
cannot create, and it brings the mind's content into existence
outside the mind. . . . "Truth, says St. Thomas, "is the
73
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conformity of the mind with being, according as it says that
what is, is, and that what is not, is not."'^
Maritain interpreted this to mean that this certain conformity
becomes a reality, a thing, or a transobjective subject.

He writes:

"It is a correspondence that amounts to an identity, not in relation
to the mode of existing in the thing and in the mind, but in reference to the existing of the thing taken in its pure value as intelligible object."^5

i^ -js 3 simultaneous 'thing' that happens,

a combination of memory, a universalization and judgment, all of
which, when in conformity, results in the real or the truth.

There

is a reflection of the mind upon itself and upon its conformity
with the thing.

This extramental thing becomes the 'material' ob-

ject of the sense and intellect while the other object can be classified as the 'formal' object.

The two are inseparable.

Maritain

continues: "Intellectual knowledge is completed in the judgment.
And what is judgment if not an act by which the mind asserts that
a predicate and a subject, which differ in notion or in their intra76
mental existence, are identical in the thing, or outside the mind?"
Maritain defends his theory of the extramental thing or
transobjective subject and his philosophy of Realism with the following criticism of the Idealist: "And it is perfectly true that, insofar as it [the universe] is known, it exists in the mind.
74 Maritain, J., Degrees, pp. 87, 88.
'^^Ibid., p. 88.

^^Ibid., p. 97.
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should one think involuntarily that this same universe is also
(and primarily) - at least possible - outside the mind in such
fashion as to exist, then we have surreptitiously passed into the
range of real ism,"^^

Maritain accuses the Idealists of aiming to

avoid a final conclusion, to deny a terminus of thought, a supreme
reality.

The Idealism against which Maritain spoke, maintained

that the noumenal idea had to come first, instead of the phenomenal
idea or the act of knowledge about visible things. This was for
Maritain a deliberate and destructive separation of the transobjective subject and the object.

He argued:

"One cannot think about a

'thought thing' until after one has thought about a 'thinkable
thing' - a thing 'good for existing', i.e., at least, a possible
real. . . .

To separate object from thing . . .

is to violate

the nature of intellect, to flee from the first evidence of direct
intuition, and at the same time, to mutilate reflexive intuition."^^
In spite of his recognition of intuition and its role, Maritain
put "the intellect that illumines, and is a created participation
in God's intellectual light,"'^ in the leading role of the acquisition of knowledge, for it is the intellect "that makes things
intelligible in act and which, by means of things and the senses,
determines the intellect that knows; and finally, it is the intellect

Maritain, J., Degrees, p. 106.
78 Ibid., p. 108.

^^Ibid., p. 109.
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that completes the actualizing of its object within itself."80
Intuition is no substitute for the intellect; rather, it is at the
service of the intellect which, as Maritain explains:
manifests to us in a sensible way, though independent of ewery
experimental condition, essences and properties , , , the indefinables v^hich are at the origin of the science, and so assure
us that far from involving any secret incompossibility, they
are veritable essences (on the basis of which beings of reason
capable of ideal existence can, in their turn, be constructed).
Beings of reason are beings capable of existing or objects of
thought that are incapable of existing outside the mind (for
example, genus and species, subject, predicate, etc.).^l
Maritain's beings of reason form an integral part of his plea for
equal opportunity to employ such beings in philosophical analyses
in the same way that they are used in physics and mathematics and
which have accounted for so many admirable discoveries in those
fields.
Maritain's basic philosophy emerges as a result of two experiences of his past: (1) and early training in the arts which
introduced to him the freedom and potential of creativity and (2)
memory of the restrictive confines and scientistic atmosphere of
the Sorbonne which left him frustrated and searching for something
which he could not define.

The latter influence, together with

subsequent studies in philosophy, his Christian conversion, and his
astute observations on the plight of mankind, led him to his quest
80
Maritain, J., Degrees,
Ol
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to free mankind from the snare of Humanism.
Maritain described Aristotle's (and Aquinas') divisions of
the activity of the intellect as the speculative or theoretical
intellect and the practical intellect.

The practical intellect

will be discussed in the next chapter.

Maritain wrote: "The spec-

ulative intellect knows only for the sake of knowledge.

It longs

to see, and only to see Truth, or the grasping of that which is,
is its only goal and its only life."82

it is "a knowledge of the

physical real by way of myths, I mean verified myths, that is to
say myths which agree with the measurable 'appearances' , , . in
which imagination is inventive only in submission to the constraints of a world of rigorous determinations, of laws established by the strictest exactitude."^3

Specifically, Maritain struck

out at the New Physics which was a symbol of the scientistic era
and which consisted in pointer readings and similar indications
and, even, as Maritain related:
In rejecting from physics ewery notion which cannot be resolved
into physically effectable measurements. . . . [Physics] does
not look for the absolute in things themselves. Quite the
contrary, it is by turning aside from the ontological, by declining to integrate into the scientific tableau of nature
the absolute elements that philosophy and common sense recognize in the real and by replacing these elements with beings
of reason elaborated according to the exigencies of the deductive system to be constructed. The philosopher knows that bodies
op
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have absolute dimensions, that there are absolute movements
in the world, an absolute time, absolute simultaneities for
events as far apart as you wish in space. Here absolute signifies entirety determined in itself independently of any observer. The philosopher does not try to know what they are, i,e,,
to discern these dimensions, these movements, these times, these
absolute simultaneities (at a distance), with the aid of our
means of observation and measurement. He willingly concedes
that that is not possible. It is sufficient for him that they
be discernible by pure spirits, who know, without observing
from a point of space or at a moment of time. The physicist
makes a like renunciation and with good reason. But for him,
who does not philosophize, and who is concerned with what he
can measure and to the extent that he can measure it, the existence of these absolutes does not count and in their place
he knows and handles only relative entities reconstructed by
means of measurable determination; entia rationis cum fundamento
en re,84
With this magnificent defense of practical knowledge and description
of how it relates to the Absolute, Maritain's mind, "like a subtly
flashing sword,"25^Q^I^3 -J^ quixotic fashion, protected by the mighty
shield of St, Thomas, to rectify mankind's creative loss.

Indeed, he

makes the physicist who "handles only relative entities reconstructed
by means of measurable determination" seem drab and uninteresting, as
if he is missing the very essence of life. This was precisely
Maritain's belief, and it was his burning desire, as Daujat reveals:
a informer, animer, ordonner par elle [la lumiere de St, Thomas]
tous les materiaux palpitants de vie, et riches parfois d'une
si precieuse qualite humaine que le monde et son art, sa philosophie, sa science, sa culture, ont prepares, et gaspille,
helas! depuis quatre siecles; c'est d'essayer de sauver tout
ft4
M a r i t a i n , J . , Degrees, pp. 157, 158.
^ ^ " P i l g r i m of the Absolute," Time, May 14, 1973.
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ce qu'il
pour les
tions en
poids de

y a encore viable dans le monde moderne, et de r e s s a i s i r ,
amener a I'ordre parfait de la sagesse, ces constellamouvement, ces voies lactees s p i r i t u e l l e s , qui par le
peche descendent vers la dissolution et vers la mort.°5

86
Daujat, p, 42,

(2) Art arid Poetry, Magic and Mysticism
Maritain's definition of art and poetry justifies their
inclusion in this study of the Absolute, because it was in this
area that Maritain could best describe and envision the possibilities of approaching the Absolute.

He wrote:

By Art I mean the creative or producing, work-making activity
of the human mind. By Poetry I mean, not the particular art
v/hich consists in writing verses, but a process both more
general and more primary: that intercommunication between the
inner being of things and the inner being of the human self
which is a kind of divination;^^
He states that there is an "indissoluble relationship between these
two strange companions,"^^ and that intellect plays an essential
part in both art and poetry, but that they belong to the practical
intellect rather than the speculative intellect,

Maritain explains

the practical intellect as follows:
The practical intellect knows for the sake of action.
From the wery start its object is not Being to be grasped,
but human activity to be guided and human tasks to be achieved.
It is immersed in creativity. To mould intellectually that
which will be brought into being, to judge about ends and
means, and to direct or even command our powers of execution these are its wery life.^^
Both the speculative and the practical intellect have truth as
their goals, but "speculative knowledge is the adequation or coney

Maritain, Creative , p. 3.
^^Ibid,, p, 4.

^^Ibid,,

p. 46,
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formity of the intellect with Being, with what things are, . . .
practical knowledge is the adequation or conformity of the
intellect with appetite."^0
The practical order is divided into two distinct spheres
called Action and Making.

Action consists in, as Maritain explains,

"the free use of our faculties . . .

or the uses to which we put

our freedom , , . to the good of man."^!
keeps Action straight.
taken in itself.

It is prudence which

Making, on the other hand, is the work

It is good "if it conforms to the rules and the

end peculiar to the work to be produced."^^

i\^^^ therefore, with

its rules and values, not of man, but of the work to be produced,
keeps Making straight.
all intellectual ."^3

Thus, Maritain declares; "Art is before
n

-jg ^ quality of the mind and, as such it

is a virtue of the practical intellect.

He continues: "But if

art is a virtue of the practical intellect and if every virtue
inclines solely to the good, it necessarily follows that Art as
such (Art, I say, and not the artist, whose actions often run contrary to his art) never makes a mistake and involves an infallible
correctness."^^

In spite of the rules and values which he acknow-

Maritain, Creative, pp. 47, 136.
91
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ledges are necessary to art, there is the "infallible correctness"
of art which beckons and enhances the appetite of the artist.

In

addition, Maritain implies another absolute in the sphere of Action
with prudence to keep it straight.

Maritain reveals Kant's influence

when he writes: "Prudence discerns and applies the means of attaining
our moral ends, which are

themselves subordinate to the ultimate

end of all human life - that is to say, God."95

Both prudence and

art work to perfect the mind, to bring it to the Absolute.

However,

art is more intellectual than prudence, which has to do with the will.
A discussion of art and the Absolute would be incomplete
without Maritain's thoughts concerning beauty.

Indeed, in his

opinion, one could not exist without the other, and they are inevitably linked to the intellect in the following manner:
Beauty is essentially the object of intelligence, for
what knows in the full meaning of the word is the mind, which
alone is open to the infinity of Being. . . . [Beauty] falls
in a v/ay within the grasp of the senses, since the senses in
the case of man serve the mind and can themselves rejoice in
knowing, , , , In man only, knowledge derived through the
senses possesses fully the intuitivity necessary for the perception of the beautiful. So also man can certainly enjoy
purely intelligible beauty, but the beautiful which is connatural to man is that which comes to delight the mind through
the senses and their intuition, . , The intuition of artistic
beauty so stands at the opposite pole from the abstraction of
scientific truth. For in the former case it is precisely
through the apprehension of senses that the light of being
penetrates to the mind, . . . The mind being spared the least
effort of abstraction, rejoices without labor and without
95
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discussion. It is excused its customary task, it has not to
extricate something intelligible from the matter. . . .
Only afterwards will it more or less successfully analyze in
reflection the causes of such joy.^o
Herein lies the apprehension of beauty, and Maritain adds: "If
beauty delights the mind, it is because beauty is essentially a
certain excellence or perfection in the proportion of things to
the mind,""

Once again, Maritain ascends to the Absolute with

Aquinas' idea that integrity, form (order and unity), and clarity
constitute beauty in degrees of perfection. Within these conditions
assigned to beauty, Maritain sees "the peculiar perfection of
everything which is, constituting and completing things in their
essence and their qualities, the ontological secret, so to speak
of their innermost being, their spiritual essence, their operative
mystery,"°

Maritain explains mystically that, "Every form, moreover,

is a remnant or a ray of the creative Mind, . , , God is beautiful.
...

He is beauty itself, because He imparts beauty to all

created things, accordina to the peculiar nature of each, and
because He is the cause of all harmony and brightness."^^ With
this, Maritain establishes the idea of beauty as a transcendental,
something beyond classification, everywhere present and everywhere
various.
96

On this subject Simonsen writes :
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L'omnipresence du Beau au sens transcendantal est mise en
relief par Maritain. II se fonde ici sur un principe thomiste:
les valeurs transcendantes ont la meme universalite que I'Etre
dont elles sont des aspects, et par une combinaison de ce
principe et de I'idee qui lui est propre et que nous venons
d analyser, la transcendance du Beau, il conclut que le Beau
se trouve partout.-^^^
Like being, like truth and goodness, beauty is transcendental and
essentially analogous,

Maritain wrote:

Analogous concepts are properly predicable only of God,
in whom the perfection they describe exists in a "formaleminent" manner, in a pure and infinite state. God is their
"sovereign analogue," and they are to be found in things only
as a scattered and prismatized reflection of the face of God.
So beauty is one of the divine attributes.^^^
With all his appreciation of art and beauty, it was to
poetry that Maritain gave the highest degree of perfection in the
ascent to the Absolute,

Maritain found that Poetry transcends

Art in its freedom of creativity.

He described poetry as

essentially a release and actuation of the free creativity of
the spirit, and . . . it has as such, of itself, no object;
for beauty is neither an object to be made nor an object to
be known, but only a transcendental correlative, and an end
beyond any end. In art, on the contrary, the creativity of
the spirit is not free, but bound to the making of the work.-*-^^
Poetry accupies a unique position between art or practical knowledge and speculative knowledge.

By virtue of this, it seems to

have engendered qualities of both.

It is knowledge essentially

Simonsen, Vagn Lundgaard, L'Esthetique de Jacques Maritain
(Copenhague: Presses Universitaires de France, n. d . ) , p. 26.
^^Hlaritain, Art, p. 24.
^^^Maritain, Creative, p. 236.
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oriented toward expression and operation.

Maritain reveals his

conviction that within poetry lies the ascent to the Absolute.
He writes that poetry,
in the sensible and through the sensible, in passion and
through passion, in and through the divinity of experience
seizes the secret meaning of things and of itself in order
to embody them in matter. . . . At that instant there awakens
in poetry a desire hidden in its transcendental character and
in its very spirituality, a metaphysical aspiration, to pass
beyond, to transgress the limits which enclose it in a nature.
, , , At once poetry enters into conflict with art . . . when art
demands to form intellectively, according to a creative idea,
poetry demands to suffer, to listen, to descend to the roots
of being, to an unknown that no idea can circumscribe.^^^
It is evident that Maritain did not avoid the mysterious, but
understood with St. Thomas, "that understanding is the sister of
mystery: and that it is as foolish to reject mystery because nonsense
is not my strong point as to reject understanding because one has
a weakness for it,"

1n1

Maritain, the philosopher, declares: "There

can in fact be no mystery where there is nothing to know; mystery
exists v/here there is more to be known than is offered to our appre105
hension."
Because the unknown was a challenge, Maritain felt
a yearning for the mystical.

The mystical experience could be com-

pared to the poetical experience in the following way: "Poetic
experience is from the wery start oriented toward expression, and
terminates in a word uttered, or a v/ork produced; while mystical

Maritain, Creative, pp. 52, 53,
^•^^Maritain, Art, p. 85.
^^^Ibid., p. 23.
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experience tends toward silence, and terminates in an immanent
fruition of the Absolute."105

^^^^ though poetic experience and

mystical experience are distinct in nature, Maritain explained
that, "poetic experience and mystical experience are born near
one another, and near the center of the soul, in the living spring
of the preconceptual or supraconceptual vitality of the spirit.
It is not surprising that they intercross and communicate with one
another in an infinity of ways."^^^

In comparing the poet and

the mystic, RaTssa Maritain, whose writings echo or enhance those
of Jacques Maritain, writes that they both thirst for the unity of
all their faculties in peace, union of all their being with God.
They turn to the mysterious sources where they find a God more intimate than themselves.

Both feel the need of images in the medi-

tation that precedes contemplation and "experience the need of
using song and the spoken word to try to communicate the ineffal3lg^"108

jhg-j^ difference lies only in the silence of the mystic

versus the voice of the poet. RaTssa relates: "They draw from the
source, but according to distinct types of relation to that Source."
Not to be confused with the mystical experience was the magic

Maritain, Creative, p. 235.
107ibid., p. 235.
108.Maritain, Jacques and RaTssa, Situation of Poetry (New
York: Philosophical Library, 1955), pp. 31, 32.
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to which the poet is vulnerable. Maritain describes the dangers
and pitfalls of "that poetry [which] would want to escape from the
line of the work-to-be-made in order to turn back upon the soul
itself, thinking to fill the soul with pure knowledge and become
its Absolute,"^^^

As Maritain had stressed the importance of the

phenomenon of becoming self-conscious for everything concerning
culture, he applied it to poetry as follows: "The more deeply poetry
becomes conscious of itself, the more deeply it becomes conscious
of its power of knowing, and of the mysterious movement by which . . .
it approaches the

sources of being."^^^

When the poet thus suc-

cumbs to the search for magical pov/ers in poetry and to the temptation of knowing, he no longer has the desire to create, but has
an overpowering desire to know. But this will to pov/er is a
fallacious seduction, because, as RaTssa writes intuitively:
Poetry has no magic power other than that of "charming"
and seducing, of "enchanting" and moving, of taming hearts,
of communicating to them the appeals and presences, and all
that experience of the world and all that hidden reality
which the poet himself has experienced. Beyond that, in the
line of "pov/ers," it is no longer poetry but conniving with
forces that are suspect and in the end disappointing as a lie,
, , , But in the immaculate line of its own experience Poetry
has exceedingly more important powers. Through it the poet learns
that way which "goes toward the interior" . . . and he thus
approaches, more or less, ultimate Reality.112
One aspect of Maritain's principle of reflection has already

11 Q
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been discussed in the chapter on Knowledge as it was evidenced
in the conformity of the subject and the object in the thought
process, follov\/ed by reflexive intuition.

Reflection in the

thought process, according to Maritain, is just as important in
art and poetry.

Reflection was vital to Maritain; it was a way

for man to understand himself and the world around him.

Reflection

appears in the following mystical description of the ascent to the
Absolute where Maritain reveals his law of transgression:
All energies of a transcendental order aspire, inefficaciously, to go beyond the nature enclosed in a genus which they have
in man, in order to follow the inclination of their transcendental ity, and ultimately, tend toward pure act and infinitisation ,
an evergy of transcendental order, like that of metaphysics aspires in this way to the vision of God; an energy like that of
mystical contemplation aspires to divine liberty. It is only
at the moment of becoming conscious of itself, when it discovers
itself reflexively, that poetry also discovers such an aspiration
within itself. This may tend toward pure creation,113
Not only is the principle of reflexivity vital to the creativity
of the poet, but it is an element of communication as the artist
or poet expresses, and manifests himself in his works.

Indeed,

the works are the wery being and substance, the reflection of the
one v/ho created them.

As such, art and poetry become the expression,

the communication of man to understand the most intricate mystery
of the universe, mankind.

Art and poetry, however, cannot be true

art and poetry if their reason for being is only to communicate.

"^•^^Maritain, J. and R., Situation, pp. 69, 70.
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Maritain explains further:
The poet . . . cannot express his own substance in a
work except on the condition that things resound in him, and
that within him, in a single awakening, those things and his
own substance rise together out of sleep. It is thus as if
all that he discerns and divines in things he discerns and
divines as inseparable from himself and his emotion, indeed
as himself, and so he grasps obscurely his own being, with
a knowledge v/hich will only come to fruition in being creative."^^^
Having revealed the importance of reflexivity in the poetic
experience as a form of creativity through which man expresses
himself and communicates with others, Maritain applies the principle to mankind in general:
Once we touch a transcendental, v/e touch being itself, a
likeness of God, an absolute, all that ennobles and makes the
joy of life: v;e enter the realm of the spirit. It is remarkable that the only real means of communication between human
creatures is through being or some one of the properties of
being [beauty, goodness, truth, and love]. This is their only
means of escape from the individuality in which they are enclosed by matter. If they remain on the plane of their sensible
needs and their sentimental selves they tell their stories to
one another in vain; they cannot understand each other. They
watch each other and cannot see, each infinitely alone, however
closely v/ork or the pleasure of love may bind them together.
But once touch the good and Love, like the Saints, or the true,
like an Aristotle, or the beautiful, like a Dante, a Bach, or
a Giotto, then contact is established and souls communicate.
Men are only really united by the spirit: light alone gathers
them together,115
Maritain's exaltation of art and its potential are noted by Simonsen in the following:
Mais il [Maritain] souligne continuellement la grandeur de I'art,

ll^Maritain, J. and R,, Situation, p, 51,
^^^Maritain, J,, Art, p, 26,

54
ses possibilites et sa valeur religieuse, . , , L'oeuvre de
Maritain est penetree du sens de cette grandeur qui s'exprime
en termes fervents, , , , Dans I'art, dans le Beau, nous cherchons la voie vers Dieu et vers le prochain; jamais les hommes
ne sont plus pres les uns des autres que dans la decouverte
commune de la beaute.H"
Not only was it important for man to communicate with man, but he
must communicate with himself and know his ov/n identity.

This

could only be accomplished by man's ascent to the Absolute or his
communion with God.

RaTssa Maritain adds a prophetic warning to

this:
We have said that poetic knowledge does not in itself tend
toward love, any more, for that matter, than scientific knowledge; but it must be added that all knowledge which is not
finally turned toward loving is by that fact a source of death.
Thus the poet in whom there does not arise the enthusiasm and
the passionate desire "to rejoin the essential . . . as well
as in the contemplation of the exterior spectacle as in the
apprehension of the obscure data of the interior world" gives
way almost necessarily, says G; H . von Schubert, "to another
movement similar to that which drags man into the abyss."H^
This abyss seems to be the state in which Maritain saw mankind
at the present time.

It is described vividly in Erich Kahler's

review of the plight of man who loses his identity in loose
externality and things relative:
It is commonly accepted and recognized that any individual,
any one of us, has a characteristic identity implying particular
ways of behavior, predilections and aversions, habits and
lines of conduct. An individual in his lifetime goes through
116_.
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different ages and stages; he is not quite the same as an
adolescent, as an adult, and as an old man, and he also
changes through the intercreation, I would say, of an inner
being with its outer reality. But through all these changes
his Identity persists. Every person acts and feels and thinks
within an arena of latent memory which forms and informs
his consciousness, his feeling of self. If he loses this
identity and this feeling of self, he is mentally sick;
indeed, according to recent findings, actually physically
sick.118
Maritain knew that man must evolve and change, but that, throughout all these changes, man's identity, his consciousness of self,
and his communication of that self with others, must manifest itself in order for man to survive and advance.

It was his belief

that Scientism and Positivism have brought mankind to a pitiable
circumstance or at least to the brink of the abyss of which RaTssa
spoke.

It was for this reason that Maritain dedicated his life and

his works to the restoration of man's identity through consciousness of self, and to bringing back to the world the communication
of souls through practical knowledge and, ultimately, to bring
about the essential unity of man and the Absolute.
There is no doubt that Maritain's philosophy of the Absolute
has had significant influence on twentieth century thought. As the
anonymous author of the article in Time (which appeared after Maritain's death in 1973) pointed out:
[He] brought a rejuvenated Thomism into a modern age of skepticism and science. As the most original philosopher in the
11 o
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Neo-Scholastic movement he developed an abstruse new theory
o f human knowledge that sought to unify a l l the sciences and
subdivisions of philosophy in the pursuit of r e a l i t y . Thomism
became a l i v e i n t e l l e c t u a l o p t i o n , not merely in France but
f o r two generations of Catholic students a l l over the world.
I t also became fashionable with such secular thinkers as Mortimer Adler of the University of Chicago who helped spread Thomi s t i c influences i n America,''^
Other leading figures in the world of a r t and l e t t e r s with whom
Maritain shared his philosophy were: Rouault, Braque, Chagall,
Hans Arp, Frangois Mauriac, Julien Green, and Jean Cocteau,
Simonsen expresses i n part the widespread influence of Maritain
i n the world of a r t and poetry:
I I a exprime des points de vue qui nous permettent d'accept e r I ' i d e e de la poesie comme mystere sans nous obliger pour
eel a a la confondre avec le mystere proprement d i t , I I a
e c l a i r e l e role du l a i d et du mal, i l a f a i t la part de 1 ' i n t e l l ectualisme et de 1 ' i n t u i t i o n dans I ' a r t , de 1 ' i n t e l l e c t
et du sensible, de la t r a d i t i o n et de la nouveaute, de la
r e a l i t e et de 1 ' i d e a l . C'est dire qu'en nombre de domaines i l
a e t a b l i des delimitations c l a i r e s et distinctes.'^'^
In addition to the element of mystery, and possibly a part of i t ,
was M a r i t a i n ' s i n t e g r a t i o n of human psychology into his philosophy.
Although Maritain recognized the importance of speculative thought,
he called a t t e n t i o n to the necessity of beings of reason in metaphysical thinking as w e l l .

Such psychological elements as the

force and influence of Beauty on man were unique to the world of
philosophy.

The combination and use o f psychology with philosophy

^^^Time, p. 85.
^^Osimonsen, p. 152.
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differentiates Maritain's philosophy from that of his contemporaries
and predecessors.

V,

CONCLUSION

Like mankind, the philosophy of the Absolute changes from
era to era.

There are certain aspects of the concept, however,

which endure the test of time. One of these is the idea of the
Absolute as the v/hole of reality with a supreme self as its creator,
with an indestructible unity between the two. This implies a sort
of subject-object whole which lacks limitation and becomes the ultimate Perfection or Absolute.

In contrast to this concept is the

idea of relativity which is limiting by nature.

Descartes was a

proponent of relativity with its limiting cause and effect.
Kant saw this as a threat to man's freedom and attempted to establish the importance of noumenal reality v/here freedom exists in
the concept of the will to do good which comes from God, over the
world of phenomenal reality as established by Descartes.

Borrow-

ing from Aristotle, Kant placed speculative knowledge in the realm
of phenomenal reality and practical knowledge in the realm of noumenal reality.
Henri Bergson, through his imagination, revived and enhanced
these concepts with his explanation that scientific analysis went
around the object making it relative while the intuition enters
the object and grasps the object as it really is or its elan vital
which either comes from God or is God.
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The works of St. Thomas Aquinas established the foundation of
the philosophy of the Absolute in the mind of Maritain.

Containing

Bergson's element of duration,121 a certain elan vital which evolves
along with man, Aquinas' works are still relevant.

In addition to

the proofs of the existence of God, Aquinas established practical
knowledge as the means of approaching the Absolute.
knowledge is relative and as such is limited.

Speculative

Aquinas goes further

with his idea of the chain of being in which the lower forms of
being are relative, becoming less so until the ultimate or absolute
is reached.
Integrating the philosophy of Aquinas into his ov/n, Jacques
Maritain maintained that the way of the Absolute is unlimited and
free and that everything in life is not relative as is claimed by
reigning Positivists; that an Absolute exists. Art and poetry
belong to practical knowledge.

They are in the realm of mystery

and the unknov/n and are the closest to the Absolute.

It is in this

area that man's unity and hope for the future lies. Maritain saw
Art and Poetry and practical knowledge as not only a means of man
expressing himself in a reflexive manner and maintaining his innate
identity, but also as a means of communicating the inner self with
others.

Maritain envisioned man as a being full of potential and

121
"Duration is the continuous progress of the past which
gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances."
(Bergson, Creative Evolution [New York: Random House,
1944], p, 7 7 )
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free to discern things with his mind and spirit, conscious of
himself and striving toward perfection, reaching out for the
Absolute and the unlimited possibilities which a beautiful and
loving God has given him.

Man was not meant to spend his life

as an automaton, infinitely alone in his loose externality, dependent upon and limited by preordained knowledge of cause and
effect and of things relative. To divert the trend since Descartes,
man must realize, as Jacques Maritain did and as RaTssa riaritain
wrote, that "all knowledge v/hich is not finally turned toward loving
is by that fact a source of death" (see footnote 117). For Jacques
Maritain, the philosophy of the Absolute contained the abundant,
fulfilling life as God meant it to be; for mankind to choose otherwise, or for him not to attempt the ascent to the Absolute, meant
a descent to the lower degrees of being and to the ultimate abyss
of despair and destruction.
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