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HEIDEGGER AND AQUINAS

APPROACHES

alethiological dimension to St. Thomas. St. Thomas remains a causal
thinker, the author of an objectivistic metaphysics, and the only rapprochement which has been made is that ail this is cast in the language of Ereignis.

For in Rioux's view Heidegger's "alethiology" remains captive to
idealism, inasmuch as Being is tied to Dasein, so that "Being" is
neither the concrete absolu te of the Thomistic esse subsistens nor any
particular being, but nothing more than the abstraction which the
Scholastics cail esse commune. Rioux develops these ideas on the
basis of a thorough and probing analysis of the texts of Heidegger
which cuts off the easy escape which Heideggerians frequently invoke: that ail criticisms of Heidegger are based on a misunderstanding. Let me therefore examine first what Rioux has to say about esse
and then about the verum.
Borrowing I think rather heavily from an article by Cornelio Fabro
which I shall discuss below, Rioux emphasizes that in the Thomistic
notion of Being as the actus essendi there is to be found a vivid intuition of Being in its active upsurge which meets all of Heidegger's
objections against the metaphysical oblivion of Being. For Thomas,
Being does not mean over[a, as in Aristotle, but the very act of Being.
Thomas found in esse a principium quo (a principle by means of
which) which was unknown to Aristotle, for whom form was the highest principle of substance. As St. Thomas writes : "Form is able to be
called a quo est, according as it is a principle of being [a substance].
But the whole substance is itself a quod est [something which is]. And
esse itself is that by which [quo] substance is called a being" (SCG,
Il, 54). In his discovery of esse as an act of being (act us essendi), as
that principle by which the essence is brought forth into being,
Thomas has broken with the oblivion of Being which precedes and
follows him. Rioux sa ys: "In this fundamental relationship of essence to the act of being which perfects it intrinsically, there resides
the ontological difference underlined with so much depth by Heidegger. Being is that which is [ens] on the foundation of the act of being
(esse) ... " (p. 218). Elsewhere Rioux refers to esse as "that energy
which animates every being and makes it appear in a concealed
Presence" (p. 251). Esse as act means Being as upsurge, the active
emergence into Being which is what Heidegger means by cf>vert<;. As
such esse means the emergence into presence and manifestness signified by aÀ:ry8Eta.
Now, there is sorne truth to the claim, as we saw in the preceding
chapter, th at there is a trace of Being as </>vert<;, as active upsurge, in
T homistic essf' . /\nd to this t·x tl! nt one can agree with Rioux. But
Rioux seems wholl y to tglllll l' 1h· id t·gg~.:r's critique of actualitas and

BEING AND THE TRANSCENDENTAL

Verum

If the objection which I have made to Lotz's interpretation of Heidegger's relationship to Aquinas is that he has failed to bridge the gap
between the objectivistic and the alethiological modalities of these
thinkers, then it would seem that the place to turn for a deeper-level
rapprochement would be the Thomistic idea of truth and of Being as
tru th. The Heideggerian correlate in St. Thomas would then be found
not only in what he says about Being but particularly in what he sa ys
about the Being of truth and the truth of Being. It is not only to esse
but also to verum that one must turn to find the depth dimension in
St. Thomas which excepts him from the Heideggerian critique. That
is precisely the route which Rioux follows in his Being and Truth in
Heidegger and Thomas Aquinas. 5 For one must avoid a head-on con frontation of Heidegger's Sein with the Thomistic esse because of thl'
radically phenomenological and post-phenomenological character or
Being in Heidegger. O~e must not be misled by the grammatical and
lexical isomorphism of these two words into thinking that both words
are thought in the same terms. Now, I myself pursued this strategy
in the preceding chapter and found it wanting. Let us see now what
Rioux makes of it.
Rioux's argument about the verum in St. Thomas is preceded by
an argument about esse itself. Renee Rioux makes two central and
closely related daims about St. Thomas. First, he argues, in the spit it
of Lotz and of Cornelio Fabro, that, contrary to Heidegger's daims,
there is a penetrating insight in St. Thomas into Being as Being whit:lt
canin no way be associated with any so-called "oblivion of Being."
Secondly, and this follows from the first point, St. Thomas does not
have a merely ontic, correspondence theory of truth; he has thour ht
truth-the transcendental verum-strictly in terms of Being, and hl'
has the strongest appreciation of the belonging together of Being and
thought of which Heidegger speaks. Nor is Ri oux content to measttt fl
the value of St. Thomas' thought against the rod of Heideggcr's wo t k
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of the causal cluuattt•• nf iiiiY tluHqtiÎnllollking within the horizon
of making and acting (111-:l'r<') . ' J'IIr lmn~lation of ~vÉpyeLa into actu ~
alitas is precisely a fateful concca lnten t of the meaning of original
4>vcn<; for Heidegger. Rioux nowhcrc addresses this point, which is
explained no doubt by the absence of the Nietzsche volumes from
his bibliography, although they had been published two years beforc
his book appeared.
Rioux's argument is inspired by Fabro's essay entitled "The Currency and Originality of the Thomistic Esse." 6 Fabro wrongly takes
it that the oblivion of Being spoken of by Heidegger is essentialism
and that the antidote to essentialism is the Thomistic notion of esse
as the actus essendi. This claim is at the heart of all the diverse responses on the part of the Thomists to Heidegger's charge of Seinsvergessenheit, yet from Heidegger's point of view it misses the mark
in a very basic way. Fabro writes:
Our research be gins with the firm conviction ( which we in tend to
establish) that it is only in the perspective of creation that the radical foundation of a theory of Being as the act of the being is possible,
an expression which '(if it is properly understood) enables us to see
the originality of Thomistic metaphysics with respect to the Aristotelian metaphysics of "the being as a being," which is the target of
Heidegger's critique. 7
Heidegger would indeed agree that Thomas' thought is a metaphysics
of act and actuality and that it is entirely circumscribed by the doctrine of creation. But far from taking this to prove that Thomas is
thereby extricated from Seinsvergessenheit, he would take it as a decisive testimony that he is not. Fabro's mistake is to think that for
Heidegger Being means act-and I think that this mistake is rather
commonly made by the Thomists:
The Being of Heidegger, like that of St. Thomas, is neither phenomenon nor noumenon, neither substance nor accident; it is simply
act. But while Heideggerian Being is given in the flux of time by the
consciousness of man, Thomistic Being expresses the act which is
possessed essentially ( God) or which rests ( quiescit) in the heart
of ali being, as the primordial participated energy which sustains
it outside of nothing (in the creature) .8

Ami si nœ 1k•d q•,iy~i' h{l!l ;llt :dned on ly a linitc act, not the inlinitcly
creative act, ltt· ltint ~> vll' ll' tllains in the very oblivion of Being of
which he spcaks. 11 But Bcing for Heidegger is precisely not act, neither
actus purus (EM 14/ 14) nor actus creatus, but the quiet splendor
and simple radiance of what shows itself, which is wholly removed
from ali the categories of causality and actuality. The entire response
which Fabro makes to Heidegger's critique of the metaphysics of
esse as the actus essendi is vitiated, in my judgment, by his failure to
come to grips with this central point and to have presented a Thomistic response to it. As Beaufret points out so lucidly, the very discourse of St. Thomas about Being in terms of actus and actualitas, far
from extricating him from the oblivion of Being, thrusts him into it
ail the more deeply.
On the basis of his authentic understanding of Being, Rioux
argues, St. Thomas develops an equally authentic conception of
truth. He defends the Thomistic theory of judgment as having an
ontological and not merely an ontic validity, as attaining the level of
Being (the "is"). And he holds that this judgmental tru th is rooted
in the strictly ontological conception of truth found in the transcendental verum. The tru th of judgment is founded on the tru th of Being.
The judgment in St. Thomas is indeed the formai locus of truth
properly so called. Truth is to be found formally only in the mind,
not in things. But this does not open St. Thomas to ali of Heidegger's
criticisms of this theory. For the mind or intellect which judges is a
façulty of Being (p. 181). It must not be understood as a faculty
which erects pictorial representations within itself of the outer world,
as in th~ Cartesian paradigm which Heidegger has in mind, but as a
faculty which reaches the "is," the est in the quod est. The intellect
for St, Thom&s, in virtqe of its intentional structure, is thrust into the
world and so it never suffers from the usual objections made against
ali Cartesian and post-Cartesian "correspondenc~" theories. Unlike
the theory of judgment entertained by the young Heidegger, which I
examined in Chapter 1, St. Thomas' theory is "existential," intentionally directed at Being itself, the Being of what is. Judgment is not
confined to the level of "meaning" and "validity" but attains to Being
itself. Hence, though St. Thomas may have an adequatio theory of
tru th, he does not have a correspondence theory in the modern sense.
Heidegger thinks that the judgment, insofar as it is derived from
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the pre-predicative leve! , is L::o.St·nttally "fallen," while Sl. Thomas,
who also takes the judgment lo arise from the pre-prcJicativc, pen:ep
tuallevel ( omnis scientia oritur in sensu), considers the judgmenl to
be "perfective" of the perceptual, raising it for the first time to a
genuinely ontological level (pp. 188-89). By means of the existential "is," the mind first explicitly affirms and encounters Being. ft
is in this judgmental "is" that the pre-ontological becomes ontological,
that the Being which is implicitly known becomes explicitly affirmed.
Rioux therefore goes on to say that Heidegger's opposition to discursive and judgmental reason results in a Manichaean dualism in
which "thought" and reason are essentially at odds. This can be corrected by a more sober and ontological theory of judgment which
does not relegate it to the ontic and put it hopelessly at odds with the
ontological (pp. 130, 220-21). 10
However, the truly ontological character of St. Thomas' conception of truth is found not in his theory of judgment, which is for St.
Thomas a defective operation peculiar to the lowest (human) leve!
of intellects, but in his theory of the transcendental verum. For Rioux
the verum signifies "the rapport of the intellect and being" (p. 13 3).
Heidegger's enlivening insight is into the essential belonging together
of Being and mind in the notion of truth, the necessity of mind for
Being to be revealed. Without mind there can be no esse manifestivum, which is one of the definitions of the truth which Thomas invokes (De ver. 1, 1). Now, Heidegger himself acknowledges that in
the Thomist conception of the mind as that whose nature it is to come
together with ali beings, to become ail things in knowledge (convenire cum omni ente), there are contained the essentials of his own
idea of Dasein (SZ § 4, 14/34). St. Thomas has already worked out
a definition of man in terms of his relationship to and understanding
of Being. The highest and defining characteristic of man is his participation in intellectuality, and the intellect is a faculty of esse (pp.
152-54; ST, 1, 5, 2, c).
But Heidegger's essential failure is to have confined the relationship between Being and mind to a relationship between Being and
Dasein, and not to have seen that what he is talking about, the essential need of Being to be manifested, the essential identity between
Being and thought, is to be found only in the relationship between the
divine Being and the divine mind (pp. 240-42). There alone, in the
identity of intelligere and esse in God, does one find the essential

belon ging togl"lh î' t,-,, tk in1• .11ultllougllt. Therc alone is Bcing ncccssarily manil\.:~ tnl 'lill ,,,ll'ntte~s of Bcing is not its relative and contingent opcnness in 1>asein , but its absolute openness in God. Heidegger thus, in Rioux's vicw, remains under the vestigial influences of
idealism (pp. 250fi.), and because of this his thought is caught up in a
serious contradiction. For although Heidegger affirms the transcendence of Being, he must at the same time affirm its dependence on
Dasein. Being "needs" Dasein for its epiphany, yet Being is called
the "simply transcendent." lndeed, Rioux adds, there is sorne question asto just what Heidegger's "Being" can possibly signify. lt is not
the separate absolute of St. Thomas' esse subsistens, yet it is more
than just the esse of this or that individual. What else can it possibly
signify but an abstraction which the Scholastics cali esse commune,
that which ail beings have in common without regard to their mode
of concretion, without regard even to whether they are infinite or
finite? And what a high irony it would be if the upshot of Heidegger's
attempt to rethink the question of Being in a more radical and concretely phenomenological way would have been to have succumbed
to an abstraction, to the illusory reality of a creature of our own
making!
1 am impressed by the knowledgeability of Rioux's renderings of
Heidegger and Aquinas and by the incisiveness of his criticism of
Heidegger from a Thomistic stand point. But 1 remain unconvinced by
his argument. 1 think that the main merit of this work is to have exposed the nerve of the disagreement between Heidegger and Aquin as.
lt is true that in the judgment the ontologicallevel becomes explicit,
but for Heidegger this is at the cost of the original integrity of the encounter with Being. For it has become explicit in the form of an objectivistic discourse about Being. Heidegger's objection against the
judgment is that in it the original experience of Being, the face-toface encounter with Being in ail its pristine originality, is transformed
into a statement which is uttered from the standpoint of one who has
disengaged himself from the experience, and who th en seeks to "represent" it. This "representation" need be taken not in the strong Cartesian sense, but in the minimal sense of speaking about (über) the
experience instead of from out of (a us) it-whence the title of Heidegger's little poetic piece "out of the experience of thinking," "Aus
der Erfahrung des Denkens." That title expresses in a single phrase
Heidegger's "method," that is, his way of making his way. Heidegger
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abjects to th ~; pmpo:-.itinu , not hee!nt :;r tl tttah·s th ~; "is," th ~ ontologi
cal, explicit, but bt.:t:a liSl' 11 tu : tl~e11 it l'x plid t in the manner of objt:l
tive discourse. He prcfers thl· thinkt·r's or the poet's way of "nantiug"
Being, that is, of making it explicit. The "is" must be named, not in
the manner of "existential judgments," but by poets and thinkers who
have been touched by it.
And that is why the rest of Rioux's argument against Heidegger is
in vain. Heidegger would meet the claim that his thought suffers front
an inevitable anthropomorphism, that what he calls the belonging to
gether of thought and Being is to be found not in Dasein but in God ,
by questioning the standpoint from which such a claim is made. Such
theories for Heidegger are theories only, speculations, theoretical
contrivances, which from the "phenomenological" standpoint are
free-floating (freischwebend), without phenomenal base, lacking in
a birth certificate in the things themselves. Heidegger would disallow
the distinction which Rioux wants to draw between esse reale and eSS<"
manifestivum as an invention of the disengaged and ultimately world
less subject. Lotz, Rioux, and Fabro complain that Heidegger fail s
to make the move from the experienced world of phenomenal Being
to the realm of "real" Being which is the cause of the world of Being
in time. Y et to make such a move, to "ascend" to an explanatory and
causal ground of Being, is essentially at odds with Heidegger's patlt
of thought and can have nothing to do with it. Being, the Event, can
mean only what we hear and see it to mean, and we can speak of it
only insofar as we have been touched by it.
From Heidegger's stand point it is Rioux's objectivism which repre·
sents the true abstraction, not Heidegger's Being. For this objectivism
is possible only if one disengages oneself from the actual situatedness
of human Dasein and attempts to speak of Being as it is, apart from
Dasein. Objectivism is a possibility only for athus abstracted Dasein.
The Being of which Heidegger speaks is the Being which gives itself
up into presence. He bas forsworn to speak of any other possible kind
of "Being."
And so 1 am, as 1 said, unconvinced by Rioux's fine book, although
1 am grateful to the au thor for having so ably exposed the nerve of the
disagreement. The abyss which separates Heidegger from Aquinas is,
in the parlance of philosophy, a "methodological" one. lt is the difference between alethiological experience and an objectivistic explanation, between encounter and disengagement, between being
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touche<! by th ~; g•i l l t' nt 1ki ug •• nd explicating ü in causal categories.
One must show th al ont· ol these two "methods" must give way, must
break down. For if they are taken in their separate integrity, there is
no bridge between objectivism and alethiology.

B EING AND

Esse Intentionale

Rioux's work raises an important issue which must be discussed
further. Rioux daims at the end of his book that Heidegger "does not
make the distinction between a manifestation of Being according to
the esse which is proper to beings and according to their intentional
esse ... " (p. 258) . John Deely bas taken up this point and made it
the theme of his interpretation of Heidegger and Aquinas. 11 This is
an interesting strategy, for it recognizes the mistake of thin king th at
the realist esse of St. Thomas and the phenomenological Sein of Heidegger are spoken in the same mode, and it looks instead for the
properly Heideggerian correlate in St. Thomas in his conception of
Being as known, not Being "in itself." What Heidegger has discovered
or, more properly, recovered, on this interpretation, is not Being
itself, as Heidegger would have us believe, but the traditional idea of
esse intentionale, Being as it enters into the intentional life of man
(= Dasein). Though the Scholastics first articulated the notion of
intentional being, it was not until Heidegger that this "wholly unique
sphere" (as Maritain, whom Deely grea tl y favors, put it) was full y
thematized and elaborated. The structures of culture and history,
long absent from Scholastic analyses, can be properly treated only
within the framework of intentionallife. Deely therefore offers us a
translation of certain basic terms in Heidegger's vocabulary into the
language of St. Thomas in order to make Heidegger's insights accessible to the Thomists and then to show how Heidegger has deepened and elaborated these ideas.
This is not to say that Heidegger's work leaves nothing to be desired in Deely's mind. Rather he wants to argue that Heidegger's success is limited because his method, phenomenology, is in principle
so unable to accommodate "the aboriginal questioning of Being" (p.
17 6), that Heidegger himself must in the end be the victim of, and
not the liberator from, Seinsvergessenheit. Heidegger's Being is Being
as meant, Being as intended ( = esse intentionale, esse quod est intra
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ter, 1 rclcr thil ll'lll ll' r 111 liu· lltldi"!""I'" Y in which 1 have supplied a more
comp lete list of sludrcs 111 lin· ill l'il 111 lhomas and llcidcggcr. ln pnrticular 1
find Sheehan's "Notes on a 'Lovllrs' {)unrrcl': Heidegger and Aquinas," to
be very rich in insight although unfortun nlel y short. My aim in the present
chapter has been to discuss not everything, but only the most important
studies and the ones which give us the best sampling of the diverse issues
involved.
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