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Université Libre de Bruxelles 

On Self-Evidence 
in Metaphysics '^^^ 

Ch. Perelman 

S INCE P A R M E N I D E S , classical metaphysics has presented it-
self in the guise of an absolute knowledge tha t is indepen-

dent of ail contingency, subjectivity, andhis tory and opposed to the 
inconsistency and variability of mère opinion. The current of scep-
ticism which throughout its whole history has fought against the 
prétentions of metaphysics has never questioned this absolutist idéal 
itself bu t only the possibility of achieving it. The situation is still 
basically the same today. The varions forms of positivism are will-
ing to admit the progressive, and therefore imperfect, character of 
ail science, while they deny purely and simply the possibility of a 
meaningful philosophy which could provide any sort of knowledge 
other than tautological. The reason is tha t , while they have t aken 
as the touchstone of their critique the Kant ian thesis of the exist
ence of synthetic a priori judgments, they have never challenged 
his more fundamenta l position tha t ail metaphysical propositions 
mus t be apodictic; and this apodictic character, of course, they are 
willing to accord only to analytic propositions. The philosophical 
method tha t is in harmony with this conception is t h a t of linguistic 
analysis, whose aim is to reduce ail philosophical thèses to tautolo
gies or to propositions lacking any proper cognitive content and thus 
to deprive them of any genuine human significance or importance. 

For myself, I believe in the meaningfulness and the importance 
of philosophy. Bu t I do not believe either in the necessity or the 
self-evidence of its thèses. I do not believe t ha t the proverbial con-
troversies and interminable discussions t ha t mark the whole history 
of philosophie thought are due to the lack of lucidity or the posi
t ive errors of philosophers, bu t t ha t they resuit ra ther f rom the very 
nature of the enterprise itself. The aim of philosophy is to elaborate 

/<s. . 



6 PERELMAN 

principles of being, thought , and action t h a t are humanly reason-
able, and not to discover eternal and immutable principles, as t ra -
ditional metaphysics has always sought to do. Such principles re-
quire an absolute foundation, which has tradit ionally been assured 
to them by recourse to self-évidence. I t is for this reason t h a t I 
consider a critical examination of the rôle of self-evidence in meta
physics as a necessary methodological prélude to a "philosophy of 
t he reasonable." 

SUBJECTIVE SELF-EVIDENCE N O T SUFFICIENT 

In order t h a t self-evidence may fulfill t he rôle assigned to i t in 
metaphysics, namely, t h a t of anchoring a System to unshakable 
t ru ths , i t is essential t h a t we do not look on it as a purely psycholog-
ical da tum. T h a t there are "self-evidences" which we do no t th ink 
of challenging for the moment , no one doubts or has ever doubted. 
B u t t h a t such évidence is an infallible guarantee of the unshakable 
t r u t h of its object, this is wha t we have every right to p u t in ques
tion so long as self-evidence is accorded no more than the s ta tus 
of a purely psychic da tum. For, thus understood, self-evidences can 
be not only relative bu t even deceptive. 

In his article entitled "Quelques points de vue concernant le pro
blème de l'évidence,"1 P . Bernays notes t h a t a pièce of self-evidence 
connected with one stage of an intellectual process can be lost a t a 
more advanced stage, and he gives as example the loss of the self-
evidence which used to belong to naive realism. On the other hand , 
a self-evidence can be acquired, as is the case in mathematics , t hanks 
to a greater familiari ty with its object. Again, the history of ma th 
ematics gives us many examples of how so-called self-evidences can 
deceive us. Let me add, for many centuries the typical example 
of a self-evident proposition was provided by the thesis t h a t the 
whole is greater t han each of its parts . Ye t this proposition is not 
t rue for infinité sets. For the séries of even numbers consti tutes only 
one pa r t of the séries of whole numbers; and the possibility of es-
tablishing a relation of bi-univocal correspondence between each 
whole number and each even number which is its double proves 
t h a t the séries of whole numbers is not larger t han t h a t of even 
numbers . 

1 Synthèse, 5 (1946), 321-26. 
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Purely psychological self-evidence, then, is not sufficient to ground 
an absolutist theory of knowledge. Its rôle as infallible guarantee 
of t ru th demands t h a t ail the variable and contingent éléments be 
eliminated from subjective self-evidence in order to justify the pas
sage to objective self-evidence. The latter will not be susceptible 
of degrees. In the measure in which authentic self-evidence involves 
the guarantee of the t ru th of its object it can admit of no degrees, 
since ail doubt must be excluded from it. Now, the absence of ail 
doubt and the certitude accompanying this state cannot dépend 
only on the will of the subject. The assent given to a proposition, 
therefore, mus t be a reflection of the self-evidence of its object, t h a t 
is, of its objective self-evidence. 

W h a t is it t h a t guarantees for us this passage from subjective 
self-evidence, which alone is given to us, to objective self-evidence, 
the indispensable instrument of an absolutist metaphysics? The 
history of philosophy teaches us the existence of two types of guar
antee, which complément each other. The first has recourse to the 
intervention of God, t ha t is, of a perfect being; the second is founded 
on the very nature of the object of the évidence. 

T w o T Y P E S OF OBJECTIVE GUARANTEE 

1. The divine guarantee is obtained either by the fact t h a t a t the 
moment of évidence God illumines our reason (the Augustinian cur-
rent), or by recourse to the existence to a natural faculty whose 
normal functioning permits us to attain the t ru th , because God is 
not a deceiver. The latter is the response to the hyperbolical doubt 
in Descartes. After the natural doubt, which enables us to purge 
our minds of ail our insufficiently guaranteed beliefs. Descartes 
thinks up the hypothesis of the malin génie, and this leads him to 
doubt even wha t he conceives with clear self-evidence. As a con
séquence of this hypothesis. Descartes tells us very clearly in the 
Third Méditation t h a t without the proof of the existence of a non-
deceiving God he does not see how he "could ever be certain of 
anything." He repeats this in the Principes de la philosophie (I, 13), 
namely, t h a t "it is impossible for there to be any certain knowledge 
until the lat ter has come to know the one who has created it."'' 

* For this whole problem, see P. Thévenaz , L'homme et sa raison (2 vols . , 
Neuchâte l , 1956), especially the chapter entit led "L'évidence et le s ta tut 
métaphys ique de la vér i té ," I, 126-46. 
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If we take our starting point from the Christian conception, ac-
cording to which God is the Truth , self-evidence makes us parti-
cipate, in a certain fashion, in the divine t ruths . Since the existence 
of t ru th in God has been admitted from the beginning, self-evidence 
is only the manifestation of God within us; thanks to it, we partici-
pate in an absolute and objective t ru th . Thus, as Thévenaz puts 
it elegantly, "the divine guarantee heals in classic fashion the wounds 
opened by the malin génie."^ This guarantee will finally make it 
possible to set up subjective self-evidence as an ult imate and un-
shakable criterion of t ru th . 

2. If we turn now to the conditions in which self-evidence is pro-
duced, we are led to make an analysis of its object. Now, ail self-
evidence dépends on an immediately given object . The reason is 
t ha t ail derived knowledge, of whatever sort, results from the trans-
fer of évidence from the prémisses to the conclusion; therefore, in 
order to avoid an infinité regress, the t r u th of the conclusion must , 
in the last analysis, be guaranteed by a présent and manifest object 
which will provide the point of departure for ail fur ther knowledge. 
In the absence of certitude with respect to the foundations, which 
self-evidence alone can provide, no conclusion will ever be complete-
ly assured. 

Now when is it t h a t self-evidence émerges in any mind at tent ive 
to its object? The traditional analyses distinguish two kinds of 
self-evidence. One results immediately from a particular relation-
ship of its object to the knowing subject: and by this very fact it 
becomes personal and contingent. The second is founded on a re-
lationship between the éléments themselves within the object: in 
this case it is considered objective and necessary. 

The first type of self-evidence, founded on the int imate intuition 
of our own states of soul, was already noted, in passing, by Aristo-
tle,* bu t analyzed with considerably more emphasis by St. Augus-
tine.* According to the latter, we cannot be deceived in affirming 
t h a t we are conscious or t h a t we are alive: our internai states, im
mediately perceived, cannot lead us into error and are the basis of 
ail other certitudes.* This thesis, developed at length by Duns Sco-
tus, is a t the roots of the Cartesian Cogito. One whole tradition of 

» Ibid., II, 165. 
* Metaphysics, B , 1011 a. 
8 De Trinilate, X V (Migne, Patrologia Latina, X L I I , 1073). 
* Cf. m y article, "Évidence et preuve ," Dialectica, 11 (1957), 22 f f . , re-

printed as "Self-Evidence and Proof, " in The Idea of Justice and the Problem 
of Argument (London: Rout ledge , 1963), pp. 111 ff . 
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phenomenology, deriving from Brentano, affirms its primacy. The 
lat ter writes: 

Die Sicherheit der Urteile inneren Wahrnehmung beruht darauf, dass 
der Urteilende zu seinem Gegenstand nicht im Verhaltnis blosser Kau-
salitat steht, sondern im Verhaltnis realer Identitât. Die innere Wahr
nehmung ist nichts anderes als die Konstatierung eines gegenwârtigen 
psychischen Phanomens, wir erleben sie fortwahrend an uns selbst.' 

For Brentano, ail our internai perceptions are self-evident.* This 
is the type of justification characteristic of what we might call 
"philosophies of the immédiate," which seek to found an indubitable 
knowledge on the self-evidence of a reality présent as such to our 
consciousness. 

The self-evidence of necessary propositions would have another 
foundation, since they would be nothing else but the reflection of 
an objective self-evidence resulting from the fact t h a t there are 
self-evident propositions. This is what Duns Scotus calls "evidentia 
rei in se," or its intelhgibility stemming from what it is.* A propo
sition will be called self-evident when it is known as t rue in virtue 
of the terms which it contains: "ex suis terminis ut sui sunt." Hence 
it is not self-evident because it is actually perceived as t rue by some 
intellect, bu t because it can be apprehended by any intellect which 
understands the proper meaning of the terms and which sees t h a t 
the predicate is essentially contained in the subject. In this sensé, 
the self-evidence of a proposition will be founded on its analytic 
character and, in the last analysis, on the principle of identity. 

This is the thesis defended by Leibniz, who, not satisfied with an 
intuitive knowledge of the axioms,!" wished to reduce them to the 
primitive axioms tha t he called the "identicals."" Suspicions with 
regard to the intuition of the so-called simple terms, he insisted t h a t 
every primitive proposition should consist of an identiiy analytic 
in character. If this analytic character is not immédiate, bu t de-
mands fur ther recourse to définitions, the proposition will not be 
"per se nota" bu t "nota per aliud." 

' F. Brentano, Die Lehre von richtigen Urteil (Bem, 1930), 154-55. 
« Ibid., p. 156. 
* D u n s Scotus , Opus Oxoniense, in Opéra Omnia (Paris, 1891-95), I X , 836. 

Cf. Peter C. Vier, Evidence and Its Function according to John Duns Scotus 
(St . Bonaventure , N .Y . 1951). 

Leibniz, Nouveaux essais sur l'entendement (Die philosophischen Schrif-
ten, ed. Gerhardt, V, 67). 

" Ibid., p. 388. 
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This distinction has been taken up again by m o d e m theoricians 
of logic. They distinguish between explicitly analytic propositions, 
which resuit f rom the replacement of variables by part icular values 
in logical t ru ths , and implicitly analytic propositions, which are re-
ducible to the former af ter the élimination of the te rms introduced 
b y means of explicative définitions.^^ 

The conception of self-evidence of a Descartes, founded on t he 
immédiate intuit ion of simple natures, and t h a t of a Leibniz, are 
no t compatible. Since the lat ter applies to analytic propositions, 
the fa et t h a t the predicate is contained in the subject présupposes 
t he complex make-up of the la t ter . Hence a deeper analysis of thèse 
two conceptions of self-evidence seems to us indispensable. 

S E L F - E V I D E N C E FOR DESCARTES 

For Descartes, error results f rom a combination of éléments pro-
duced by the imagination and thus cannot affect the knowledge of 
simple natures, which, being clear and distinct, never contain any-
thing false.i' This knowledge is not founded simply on internai 
self-evidence b u t also on the guarantee provided by the divine om
nipotence, which excludes ail deceit and assures the objective vali-
dity of our clear and distinct ideas. This is wha t M. Gueroult brings 
out powerfuUy in the basic work he has consecrated to Descartes: 

Il s 'agira de se demander non s e u l e m e n t si les choses correspondent 
a u x vér i tés que j 'aperçois dans les essences , ma i s si m e s idées claires e t 
d i s t inc tes e l l e s -mêmes sont des essences, bref , si ce que j 'af f irme, moi , au 
n o m de m a raison, est v r a i m e n t l 'express ion d 'une raison universe l le e t 
ob jec t ive e t non p o i n t de nécess i tés inhérentes à m a nature subjec t i ve ; 
si les l ia isons q u e j 'é tabl i s entre ces idées o n t u n e va leur objec t ive ou si 
el les n e v a l e n t q u e dans la sphère l imi tée de m o n moi.^* 

For Descartes, the passage from self-evidence to t r u t h requires 
the guarantee of the divine veracity. This guarantee does not seem 
necessary to Brentano, bu t at wha t price ? At the price of considering 
évidence not as criterion of the t ru th of wha t is évident , bu t as pro-
viding the very définition itself of t r u th . In effect, Brentano tells us, 

" Cf. Arthur Pap, Semantics and Necessary Truth (Yale U n i v . , 1958), es-
pecial ly Chap. 5: "Analyt ic Truth and A Priori K n o w l e d g e . " 

Descartes , Regulae {Oeuvres, éd. de la Plé iade Paris, 1952 p. 50). 
1* M. Gueroult , Descartes selon l'ordre des raisons (Paris, 1953) , I, 32. 
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if I wish to define t ru th as the adéquation of the idea to its object, 
I must first assure myself of my knowledge of t ha t very term whose 
adéquation I am trying to show, which would involve me in an 
infinité regress. In order to avoid this impasse, t ru th must be de-
fined with respect to évidence: 

Truth is attributed to the judgment of one who judges correctly (ric/i-
tig), that is to say, to the judgment of one who judges as he would judge 
who had évidence, that is to say, to one who affirms what he would af-
firm who would judge with évidence.^ 

In this conception, the principle of non-contradiction becomes 
the évidence t ha t one who would affirm the négation of what is af-
firmed by one who judges with évidence cannot be judging with 
évidence, in other words, t ha t a judgment and its négation cannot 
both be évident. Every axiom must be an apodictic judgment, 
known on the basis of an immédiate and self-evident knowledge.^' 
This is the évidence which guarantees the principles and the solid 
anchoring of ail knowledge. Thus the perspective of Brentano turns 
out to be in conformity with the conclusions arrived a t by Thévenaz 
in his examination of the basic point of departure in both Descartes 
and Husserl: 

Une philosophie du point de départ radical est une philosophie qui, 
dès sa racine même, fusionne intimement le premier acte temporel de 
la raison et la valeur intemporelle de la raison, qui tend à réconcilier le 
temporel et la logique, autrement dit qui s'amorce immédiatement par 
un acte absolu, un acte porteur d'absolu ou qui engage d'une certaine 
façon un absolu et par là même engage l'homme tout entier dans la ré
flexion qui pose ou dévoile le principe premier et apodictique." 

SELF-EVIDENCE FOR LEIBNIZ 

The thesis of Leibniz, which makes self-evidence dépend on ana-
lyticity, is based on the claim tha t the négation of analytic judg-
ments leads to a contradiction. Bu t the self-evidence of analytic 
judgments présupposes the univocity of their terms. If this con
dition is not observed—and this is the case with almost ail the ap-

Brentano, op. cit., p. 192. 
« Ibid., p. 168. 
" Thévenaz, op. cit., I, 149. 
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parent tautologies of our language—then expressions like "Business 
is business," "War is war," "Children are children" become a t once 
meaningful and contestable. But what guarantees this univocity? 
Nothing else but a convention concerning the handling of symbols 
of the same form, a convention, moreover, from which has been 
eliminated a priori any problem concerning the criterion which 
would permit us to judge when two symbols are of the same fo rm . " 

Furthermore, is the principle of identity itself the expression of 
an objective t ru th or merely of linguistic conventions, of accepted 
rules of opération ? On the supposition t h a t the axioms of a system 
of formalized logic can be assimilated to rules of opération—and 
the Polish logician Jaskowski has been able to demonstrate the équi
valence between several deductive Systems with axioms and Systems 
without axioms possessing only rules of opération^"—what signifi-
cance must we at t r ibute to the self-evidence of thèse axioms, in 
view of the fact t h a t the rules of opération capable of replacing 
them cannot, as such, lay claim to t r u t h ? Either thèse axioms are, 
like the rules of opération themselves, purely conventional and ar-
bitrarily affirmed, t ha t is, if we accept Carnap's principle of tolér
ance, which allows us to construct artificial languages any way we 
wish; or else they are convenient and useful, because they make pos
sible a cohérent systematizaton of our thoughts and acts. In any 
case, they no longer bear the mark of necessity. 

If the self-evidence of analytic propositions corresponds to nothing 
more than their conformity with certain accepted rules of opéra
tion, is it then possible to ground an infallible knowledge on the 
self-evidence of certain intuitions, as Descartes and Brentano sug-
gest? On the supposition t ha t the self-evidence of certain intuitions 
results from the identity of what is perceived with the perceiving 
subject, is it possible to pass from this évidence to t ha t which con-
fers évidence on a judgment? Let us not forget t ha t every judgment 
requires the intervention of a language which, insofar as it is a means 
of communication, cannot on principle coïncide with an incommu
nicable intuition. The language must be understood and the judg
ment capable of being identified even by one who lacks the particular 
intuition in question. Otherwise the knowledge involved would lose 

Cf. m y report, "Logique, langage et communicat ion , " in Relazioni in-
troduttive du XII^ Congrès International de Philosophie (Florence, 1958), I, 
125-37; reprinted as "Logic, Language and Communicat ions , " in T/ie Jrfea 0/ 
Justice and the Problem of Argument, pp. 143-53. 

Jaskowski , On the Rules of Suppositions in Formai Logic (Warsaw), 1934. 
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its intersubjective character and could no longer be distinguished 
from some kind of mysticism. 

The above remarks do not imply t ha t a science can dispense with 
ail recourse to intuition of any kind, and tha t the blind are in the 
best position to judge about colors. Bu t it does mean t h a t one must be 
able to check in some way on what has become the object of intuition of 
another. Now ail such checking, ail intersubjectivity, in fact, pré
supposes assertions which transcend in many ways particular intui
tions t h a t a particular subject has experienced at a certain moment 
in the past . The communicability of an assertion requires a certain 
extrapolation with respect to the intuition tha t is its object and 
which, by nature, is unique, entirely subjective, and limited in time. 
Even if I wish to register, for my own self, what I have experienced 
a t | a certain moment in the past, I can do so only by using a lan-
guage which remains compréhensible to me even after I have ceased 
to expérience what it recounts. I t foUows tha t no assertion, of any 
type, can be identified with the intuition tha t it is presumed to 
describe. 

In conclusion, self-évidence founded on the identity of subject 
and object is concerned with an intuition which can indeed be a 
lived fact, bu t which cannot lay claim to the t ru th . Every assertion, 
before it can be judged t rue or false, must first be meaningful. 
Linguistic s tatements are made up of symbols which, by définition, 
cannot coïncide with what they designate. In this case, how is it 
possible to identify the t ru th of a judgment with the self-evidence 
of an intui t ion? 

CLARITY OF IDEAS INSéPARABLE FROM CONTINGENT CONTEXTS 

For Descartes, in the intuition of simple natures idea and reality 
coïncide. This means, to take an example which Descartes would 
accept, t h a t the clear and distinct ideas of point, straight line, or 
angle coïncide with the objective essences of point, straight line, 
or angle. B u t this supposes the existence of a world of objective 
essences, which we are capable of grasping intuitively and of under-
standing perfectly, in isolation and independence of their relations 
with other things, t ha t is, independently of ail context. To admit 
t h a t the insertion in a new context might necessitate a rectification 
of the ideas which correspond to simple natures would amount to 
admitt ing t h a t thèse ideas are not clear and distinct. And this 
would be to undermine the very foundation of the Cartesian theory 
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of self-evidence. Bu t we know today, thanks to the non-Euclidean 
geometries, t h a t a notion like t ha t of straight line cannot be com-
pletely defined and understood in isolation and independence from 
those of space and of plane, with which it is intimately related. 
The same thing is t rue a fortiori of notions describing situations 
whose context can vary in an unpredictable manner. 

Few notions current in law are as clear today as t ha t of "natural 
death." Nevertheless, I can easily imagine a situation in which it 
would become an object of intense controversy. Article 578 of the 
Napoleonic Code defines "usufruct" as the right to use things which 
are the property of another as though one were the proprietor, 
bu t with the obligation of preserving their substance. Article 617 
tells us t h a t usufruct terminâtes with the natural death of the usu
fructuary. This last prescription suffers from no ambiguity in pre-
sent-day circumstances. Bu t would this still be t rue if new techni
ques made it possible to préserve human life indefinitely in a s tate 
of hibernation? Should the proprietor be indefinitely deprived of 
the usage of his property if the usufructuary decided to put himself 
into a state of hibernation for a period of a thousand years, for 
example? In such a situation, unless appropriate législation clarified 
the issue, it is undeniable t ha t the notion of "natural death" as it is 
found in Article 617 would cease to be as clear as it had previously 
been. 

Thèse examples, borrowed from différent domains, seem to prove 
t ha t a notion is clear, not independently of its context, bu t because, 
in the presently known contexts, one cannot foresee any case where 
its application could reasonably lead to controversy. To sum up, 
the passage from what is actually known to an absolute knowledge 
can take place thanks to the intervention of a divine mind, for^which 
ail thèse questions arouse no difficulty. The self-evident intuition of 
a simple nature would in this case coïncide with God's own vision, 
the clarity of which cannot be put in question, the rôle of self-evi
dence thus being to guarantee to men a share in the^divine] knowl
edge. Bu t if we refuse this easy way out and t ry to solve the prob-
lem on the level of man himself, we must examine more attentively 
the conditions on which dépend the clarity of ideas and the self-
evidence of propositions which resuit from joining together such 
clear ideas. 

I t is possible to maintain t ha t an idea t ha t is clear in presently 
known contexts will always remain so, if we are assured of an ex
haustive knowledge of ail its possible contexts. This claim can be 
more easily justified when the field of application of an idea has 
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been artificially limited, as is the case in a formai context. Bu t when 
such a limitation is not a priori realizable, the clarity of an idea 
must remain an hypothesis subject to the test of every unforeseen 
case of application. I t is easy to see how the assertion under thèse 
circumstances t ha t an idea or a text is clear is not, most often, the 
expression of an objective state of affairs. I t betrays rather a lack 
of imagination or a lack of expérience. As Locke tells us: 

Many a man who was pretty well satisfied of the meaning of a text 
of Scripture, or clause in the code, at first reading, has, by consulting 
commentators, quite lost the sensé of it, and by thèse elucidations given 
rise or increase to his doubts, and drawn obscurity upon the place^". 

If Descartes had been forced to make the clarity of ideas dépend 
on ail the possible cases of their application, he would have aban-
doned the criterion of self-evidence. If in fact he did grant to it 
a scope t ha t was not limited to mathematics but universal, the rea-
son is t h a t he believed a complète knowledge of simple natures is 
possible independently of their relations with other realities, and 
t ha t it is possible to rediscover the whole from its éléments. I t is 
precisely in this t h a t the mechanist vision of the universe consists. I t 
was such a vision, joined to the irreducible opposition set up be-
tween scieniific knowledge and opinion, which outlawed a priori a 
probabilist conception of knowledge. For in this conception of scien-
tific knowledge the slightest doubt, or even the intervention of a 
probability which can make us hesitate, was a sign of error. Science 
thus conceived can advance only in a quanti tat ive manner, by an 
increase in the number of clear and distinct ideas, without this pro-
gress being able to pu t in question any already acquired knowledge. 
The history of such science would consist only in its accretions and 
extensions, not in its modifications, whereas, on the contrary, ac-
cording to contemporary theoricians like Bachelard,^! t ha t which is 
of primary importance in the progress of knowledge and what ena-
bles us to define it best is precisely the élimination of error. 

CARTESIAN I D é A L AS ASOCIAL AND AHISTORIGAL 

Cartesian science, on the contrary, must , in order to be consti-
tu ted as science break completely not only with error bu t also with 

^ Locke, An Essay concerning Human Underslanding, Book III , Chap. 9, 
no. 9 (ed. Fraser, Oxford, 1894), II, 109. 

^ G. Bachelard, La philosophie du non (Paris, 1940). 
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opinion and probability. Founded on self-evidence, it has nothing 
to do with traditions, which are only préjudices. In fact , it belongs 
to a theory of knowledge proper not to a human, bu t to a divine 
mind, to a unique and perfect mind which can do without all éduca
tion, in the sensé of initiation into recognized traditions, and which 
répudiâtes any formation of the mind. From this results the asocial 
and ahistorical character of all properly scientific knowledge; for 
every élément which bears the social and historical mark of its ori-
gin can be nothing but préjudice or error, of which the scientist must 
purify his mind before he begins. The only scientific éducation 
which would be recommended within this perspective is a purifica
tion of the mind of all tha t it has been taught before its contact 
with the philosophy of évidence. 

This theory présupposes, methodologically speaking, a complète 
séparation between theory and practice; for, if they were joined to-
gether and if theory had to rely on practice for the élaboration and 
checking of its thèses, it would never have been able to achieve com
plète assurance of its own validity. In a conception which makes 
theory dépendent on practice, théories are only hypothèses whose 
value is subordinated to vérification and control by its conséquences. 
Bu t if theory and practice are separated, theory itself, once become 
independent, regains its former—and etymological—meaning of in
tuition and of contemplation.^* But this contemplation would be 
one in which the knowledge of the object is in no way influenced 
by the subject. As Heidegger puts it, it would leave the object 
exactly as " tha t which it is and such as it is. If knowledge is open-
ness to being, if it can be compared to a beam of light leveled f rom 
a projector, it is essential t ha t this light in no way deform what it 
illumines, and therefore t h a t the illumination should undergo no in
fluence from the knowing subject. 

In such a perspective, where self-evident knowledge results from 
the identity or the perfect parallelism between the object and the 
idea of the object, all déformation due to language must also be 
eliminated. The latter is likened to a veil, and thus incurs the le-
gitimate suspicion thrown by the mystics on all discursive reasoning. 
The rationalists, for their part , according to whether they are real-
ists or nominalists, will seek to make the intervention of language 

Cf. m y exposé on "Les rapports théoriques de la pensée et de l 'ac t ion ," 
in Entretiens philosophiques de Varsovie (Warsaw, 1958), pp. 23-28. 

2* M. Heidegger, De l'essence de la vérité (trad. franç. , Louvain , 1949), 
pp. 84, 88. 
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as inoffensive as possible in order to render perfectly t ransparent 
the veil t h a t i t cannot help bu t be. They will achieve this end either 
by thinking up a perfect language whose terms coïncide with the 
objective essences of things, or by considering language as a purely 
conventional instrument which has no influence on our knowledge 
as such, the varions languages being considered as capable of being 
perfectly t ranslated and of transmitt ing without ambiguity the 
identical message. W h a t is important , no mat ter wha t solution is 
adopted, is to eliminate the rôle of this disturbing factor and to 
succeed, in the last analysis, in grounding an adéquate knowledge 
on self-evident intuitions. 

"What such an epistemology really does is remove ail meaning from 
the opposition between realism and idealism. For once one admits 
self-evidence, whether rational or sensible, with its double character 
of élément of knowledge and authentic manifestation of the real, 
there is no fur ther reason for distinguishing between the subject and 
the object.^ Ordinarily, in such a philosophical conception, the ob
jective essences, whether situated in a divine mind or not, serve as 
models for the sensible order and must be rediscovered by means of 
self-evident intuitions. I t is easy to understand, accordingly, how, 
in opposition to any kind of methodological pluralism, the method 
for the proper guidance of our reason must here be solely one of puri
fication. We must eliminate from our knowledge ail t ha t is an indi-
vidual, subjective, social, or historical contribution, in a word, every-
thing contingent, in order to rediscover the universally vahd use of 
this reason, which is common to ail men and is only the partial re-
flection of the divine mind. The man of science will thus bend ail 
his efforts to rediscover t rue knowledge, solid as a rock, after having 
swept aside the shifting sands of opinion. Epistemology will have 
to concern itself only with the obstacles to a perfect knowledge, 
which knowledge will be revealed as soon as the deceptive veils have 
been lifted. The rôle of the philosopher is to track down relentlessly 
ail the sources of error. Once he has liberated his mind from opinions 
and préjudices the t ru th will shine forth like the sun emerging f rom 
clouds blown away by the wind. 

For this way of looking at things, valid knowledge is not the pro-
duct of a t ruly human effort, of a long tradition, which gathers up 
into as cohérent a whole as possible ail t ha t the genius of créative 

2* Cf. m y article, "Opinions et vér i té ," Les Études philosophiques (1959), 
135; reprinted as "Opinions and Truth ," in The Idea of Justice and the Prob-
lem of Argument, p . 130. 
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thinkers has brought forth throughout the centuries, and which is 
passed on to young minds by means of a patient initiation. I t is 
ra ther something already given, which has simply to be seen, and 
this vision is within the reach of ail. From this follows, we might 
add, a pedagogy based on active methods, such as we find heralded 
by Jean-Jacques Rousseau: "Let him [your pupil] know nothing be-
cause you have told it to him, bu t because he has understood it him-
self ; let him not learn science, but in vent it. A pedagogy of the 
immédiate goes along with an epistemology of the immédiate; science 
is complète in itself ; we need only to rediscover it. 

This perspective, which I might call theological, in the sensé of 
taking the divine knowledge as its model, cannot help bu t lead 
to scorn for anything tha t is the product of history, of culture, of 
every specifically human création. Diversity within i t is always 
the sign of error; disagreement, if it is not an expression of bad will, 
results from a lack of clarity and distinctness and betrays the inter
vention of disturbing factors which must be eliminated. Man is only 
a more or less confused reflection of the divine mind, the norm and 
idéal of ail scientific thought. True liberty is nothing bu t confor-
mi ty to the pre-established divine order, ail human originality being 
nothing bu t licence and source of error and vice. History is b u t 
t he history of our weaknesses. W h a t counts is the return to God, 
unique source of t ru th and salvation. 

CAN METAPHYSICS REMAIN HUMAN AND S U R V I V E ? 

B u t the fact of the mat te r is t ha t the s tudy of human philoso-
phies and sciences, such as they actually reveal themselves and 
develop in human history, together with a detailed examination of 
the manner in which our thought is actually elaborated, t ransmit ted, 
modified, and advances, would open up to us quite différent perspec
tives on the whole question. The conclusions of such researches 
would certainly not permit us to rediscover what exists f rom ail 
eternity in the world of ideas or in the divine mind. B u t it would 
contribute to this more humble and realistic resuit: to legitimate a 
knowledge whose criteria are immanent within it and which is a 
purely and authentically human achievement. In other words, meta
physics today must either learn to live and nourish itself—and 

J . -J . Rousseau, Émile (Paris, 1898), p. 181. 
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especially to communicate itself—^not on the basis of an unshakable 
self-evidence, bu t of the best available évidence, or else it must re
nounce any claim to be a truly human enterprise, adapted to our 
historical human condition, t ha t is to say, it must renounce its fun
damental aims, being reduced to non-significant trivialities. This, 
to my mind, is the fundamental challenge posed to metaphysics 
in the context of contemporary epistemology. 
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