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THE QUESTION OF TRUTH, the source of truth and how truth exists, ap-
peared among the ancient Greeks along with the question of being. For 
this reason, just as the investigation of being is the primary task of meta-
physics, so is the question of truth. Truth designates that which is real, and 
real was “that which always is and knows neither birth nor death.” The 
Greeks called this sort of investigation a “gigantomachia”: a struggle with 
giants, which means that it is a great and arduous undertaking. Over time 
these investigations took the form of a dispute, in which one side con-
nected being and truth, while the other side separated them. The dispute 
was whether the ultimate source of truth is being or reason. Each response 
had not only theoretical consequences, but also practical consequences. 
 Today, with the perspective of time, we see that wherever man has di-
vorced his cognition from being and made his own reason into the ulti-
mate source and creator of truth, he inevitably lapses into nihilism. This 
situation compels us to reconsider the problem of being and cognition. It 
encourages us to join in the “third voyage”, to redeem philosophy itself, 
the same direction taken in the 13th century by Thomas Aquinas. It is 
a way that has been rejected in modern and contemporary times. The 
important thing in the third voyage is to make really existing being our 
base and our guidepost in philosophy. The reason guided by the truth of 
things (recta ratio) then become genuinely rational, as does the whole of 
philosophy. In my talk I would like to discuss once again the problem of 
the source of truth. In searching for a solution to this problem, I will look 
at the proposition presented by Saint Thomas Aquinas in his metaphys-
ics of real being. 
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1. What is Truth, and Why is There Truth  

In the search for the sources of truth, Thomas leads us to the “plane” of ex-
isting beings. Beings are concrete and individual.1 Their individual acts of 
existence determines their individuality and concreteness. For this reason, 
individual things represent themselves and not merely some species or ge-
nus. The form (or essence) and the content (matter) of their existence is 
composed with existence in individual things. On the “plateau”, Thomas 
tells us to look at each concrete thing, as “inter duos intellectus consti-
tuta”2—set between two intellects. One is the Intellect of the Creator, the 
other is the intellect of man. The Intellect of the Creator is the measurer 
(mensurans) in relation to things; and so it defines and establishes truth. 
The divine Intellect is not measured in itself (non mensuratum), nor is it 
determined by anything else. It is the source of the existence of each and 
every things and thus also the source of every truth. The Creator is He who 
define and assigns truth to things, somewhat like an artist to his works. 
Thus, each and every thing that is called to existence realizes in itself a par-
ticular truth that expresses the idea of the Creator. 
 In turn, the natural thing is both “measured and giving measure”: it is 
defined with respect to its truth, but it also defines truth. This means that 
in things that an idea has been composed together with their existence, 
that each existing thing realizes an idea or thought within itself. The sec-
ond intellect, the intellect of man, is merely that which is “measured”, but 
does not itself provide the measure in relation to natural things. The hu-
man intellect is “mensuratus non mensurans”3, and truth is found in the 
human intellect in a secondary or derivative way.4 
                        

1  The expresion “plane of truth” comes from Plato Phaedrus, 247 C-E.  
2  S. Thomae Aquinatis, Quaestones disputatae, vol. 1: De veritate, cura et studio R. Spiaz-

zi, 10 ed., Taurini—Roma 1964 (abbr. De verit.), q. 1, a. 2, resp. 
3  “Intellectus divinus est mensurans non mensuratus; res autem naturalis mensurans et 

mensurata; sed intellectus noster est mensuratus, non mensurans quidem res naturales, 
sed artificiales tantum” (ibidem). 

4  “In intellectu divino quidem veritas propie et primo; in intellectu vero humano proprie 
quidem et secundario; in rebus autem improprie et secundario, quia non nisi in respec-
tu ad alterutram duarum veritatem” (ibidem, a. 4, resp.). 
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 What is the truth, and where is the source of truth? Truth is the meas-
ure set by the Creator in things, and the knowing intellect is that which is 
measured by things. This applies in an analogous way to the human pro-
ducer as a quasi-creator. Let us take note of Thomas’ first discovery, which 
will be a key to understanding truth. Although Thomas, just like Aristotle, 
distinguished the order of the existence of being and the order of our cog-
nition of being, he still emphasized that it is one and the same measure by 
which the individual thing has been measured by the Creator (or human 
artisan), and which gives measure to our intellect. The Creator called indi-
vidual things to being according to particular individual ideas, not accord-
ing to general ideas. For this reason, the truth of the being of a thing and 
the truth of our cognition of a thing is one and the same truth. Moreover, 
the order of the existence of things and the order of cognition are not mu-
tually opposed, but they are inter-related. The truth that is composed with 
existence in things is that which causes cognition, hence cognition is the 
result of the truth that is within things (veritas sequitur esse rei). 
 Before arriving at this, Thomas first had to show that the world does 
not possess within itself its ultimate reason for existence. Since this is the 
case, the world and everything in it had to be called into existence by the 
Creator. Thomas also had to demonstrate that creation is the act of the 
Creator’s Intellect and Will, by which he calls things to existence. Fur-
thermore, creation not only concerns that fact that things exist, but also 
what things are and their mode of existence. For this reason, the Provider 
of the existence of being, says Thomas—“is the cause of individual things 
both with respect to their form, and with respect to their matter […], and 
He predetermines all individual things”.5 Individual things were called to 
existence not according to any general ideas, as those who came before 
Thomas thought, but precisely in accordance with individual ideas. The 
calling of beings into existence takes place in and through the thought of 
the Creator. At the same time, this thought concerns the fact that the 
thing exists, what it is, and how it came into existence. The thought of 
the Creator permeates the whole of the being that comes into existence. 
The Creator “thinks things”. 
                        

5  S. Thomae Aquinatis, De ideis, in: De verit., q. 3, a. 1, resp. 
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 Thomas devoted his most mature work—De ideis—to this question. It 
is the work that earned him the title of Magister. In this work, he pre-
sents completely and in detail his understanding of ideas, and of the act 
whereby things are called into existence according to individual ideas. In 
this treatise he shows why both Plato and Aristotle did not accept ideas 
of individual things, but only of species and genera. One of the reasons 
why they did not accept individual ideas is that, according to Plato and 
Aristotle, ideas do not have the power of producing matter in lower be-
ing, but only of producing forms. Another reason is that ideas refer to 
that which “exists per se.” This is why only species exist, as stable, eternal 
and identical in themselves, but individual things do not have being. 
Thomas rejects this understanding of ideas as a priori and as implying a 
certain accepted theory of knowledge, and he points to the ideas of indi-
vidual things, which are the causes of the existence of material and con-
crete things. This will follow primarily from Thomas’ discovery of a new 
cause for the coming-to-be of things, which is the efficient cause of the 
Creator.6 
 Thomas will prove that the Creator “is the cause of individual beings 
both with respect to their form and with respect to their matter […]. For 
this reason it is necessary for us to accept the existence of ideas of indi-
vidual things”.7 For this reason, together with existence, all the measures 
of things are established according to the Idea or Thought of the Creator. 
There is nothing in a thing that is not intended by thought of the Creator 
and permeated by that thought. The result is that the world of persons 
and things possesses complete intelligibility or knowability. On this ac-
count, the essences of things can be known, as well as their elements, 
such as matter and structure. Philosophers before Thomas Aquinas did 
not think this way. For them, matter by its very nature was unknowable, 
and so the entire material world was unknowable. All that could be 
known was the form and structure of things. Thomas, for the first time in 
the history of philosophy, could refer to the complete intelligibility or ra-
tionality of the world. The world is intelligible because, “all effects, both 
                        

6  Ibidem, a. 8, resp. 
7  Ibidem, a. 3, resp. 
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primary and secondary, are derived from their prior definition (in the 
mind of the Creator). Thus we accept ideas not only of the first beings, 
but also of secondary beings, and by the same token, of substance and ac-
cidents, but of different accidents in different ways. Squareness and like 
accidents are of this kind”.8 
 Thomas’ discovery of being as an individual idea completely deter-
mined or measured by the Intellect of the Creator, together with the be-
stowal of existence upon being, fills the hiatus that arose in Aristotle’s 
theory of knowledge between the individual being and our cognition of 
this being. According to Aristotle, individuality does not constitute the 
“truth of things”, since the basis of individuality was matter, and matter 
is unintelligible. For this reason individuality and matter do not enter 
into our cognition of things, but we may know only that which is general 
and immaterial. 
 The solution proposed by Thomas was revolutionary, both for how 
we understand being and how we regard the possibility of knowledge of 
being. Individual things arise in accordance with individual ideas, and as 
such they can be known. The act of existence is always the act of an indi-
vidual being. The act of creation is precisely the continuation of individ-
ual beings in accordance with individual ideas. We may think of this act 
as “thinking things” or “thinking in things” and not thinking in generali-
ties, as Plato, Aristotle and Saint Augustine supposed. 
 Thus, the truth of the individual thing cannot be basically different 
from our cognition of the thing. The truth, in which the human intellect 
participates, is not the result of cognition, which is what Aristotle be-
lieved, but on the contrary, cognition is the result of a truth—“cognitio 
est quidam veritatis effectus”.9 This was a completely new and revolution-
ary approach to the question of truth, in comparison with the Aristote-
lian theory of cognition. The intellect, as Thomas says, “is measured by 
the truth of things”. The truth of a thing is a concrete and individual 
thought or idea that is composed with the thing and called into existence 
together with the thing. 
                        

8  Ibidem, a. 7, resp. 
9  De verit., q. 1, a. 1, resp. 
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 As a result, knowledge is something more than “adaequatio”, it is 
above all a perfection of the one who knows. Knowledge becomes an im-
portant moment in the actualization of man’s life as a person. 

2. Truth as the measure of the thing 

Thomas provides a very original description of truth. Truth is the meas-
ure of the thing—mensuratio rei. Thomas does not choose these terms by 
accident. He wants to leave behind the understanding of truth as a being, 
value or effect of cognition, and he wants to connect truth with the indi-
vidual act of existence of things.  
 The word mensura (measure) or mensuratio (measurement, determi-
nation) leads us to conceive of truth as an individual “determination” of 
being. For this reason truth is determined not only by an act of the intel-
lect in agreement with the form of a being (the specific form), as Aris-
totle thought, or the act of inspecting some ideal exemplar, as Plato 
thought, but rather, truth is the measure of a thing read by the intellect, 
and by this reading the intellect becomes perfected, and thereby meas-
ured. The truth permeates the whole of being, both form and matter, 
both essence and the existence of essence. We see this by looking at how 
a thing is produced by art. The artist establishes not only the general 
ideas of things, but also selects the type of material, its colour and size, 
etc. We may not that the artists make a selection of his material, he does 
not create it in the most basic sense. In this way in the thing produced 
(whether a painting, a chair, a table) the artist establishes the thing’s 
measure (the truth) together with its entire endowment of content. 
 This fact shows the originality of Thomas’ thought. When Thomas 
describes truth as the measure of the really existing thing, he in turn 
connects truth with the individual being. He who establishes measure in 
the thing is the Creator (God) or the producer (the human artisan) or the 
thing. This is what is called ontic truth, the truth “created” by an intellect. 
This entail a very important change in how we understand individual 
things. Individual things (and only individuals are real) bear within 
themselves and realize in their existence a thought (and thus, the truth). 
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This is expressed in the fact that every truth is from the Creator, God, or 
in the case of produced things, from a human artisan. In turn, the truth 
that is composed into things, that which is called metaphysical truth, is 
that according to which the thing is measured and which measures the 
knowing intellect. The intellect that comes to know the truth does not 
establish the truth, since it is merely measured by the truth of things and 
comes into agreement with this truth. This is what is called logical truth.  
 We see, then, that in each being there is a truth (a thought) that per-
meates everything that the being is, everything from which it is made, by 
which it is, and the purpose for which it exists. For this reason, Thomas 
writes: 
 

“[…] matter is caused by God […]. However, it is cannot be ac-
cepted that primary matter by itself had in God an idea distinct 
from the idea of form or of the composite being, since an idea in the 
strict sense refers to a thing, insofar as the thing can come into exi-
stence. Matter, however, cannot come into existence without form, 
nor the reverse. Therefore an idea in the strict sense cannot cor-
respond only to form or only to matter, but one idea corresponds to 
a whole composite being, and this idea has the power to make the 
whole both with respect to form and with respect to matter.”10 

  
 We see then, that Thomas presents the problem of matter differently 
than Plato and Aristotle. For Plato, matter is the eternal place whether 
the Idea is reflected, and for Aristotle matter as such is something indefi-
nite, the eternal and primordial stuff of the world. Thomas regards mat-
ter as originating from the Creator, and matter appears when concrete 
beings are called into existence. On this basis, we may say that every in-
dividual being is determined by the reasons of being which form the 
truths of things. There are the material, the formal, efficient and final 
reasons. 
 These reasons show that the genus of matter, its structure, quality and 
so forth are not accidental for any given being. It is not a mere accident 
                        
10  De ideis, q. 3, a. 5, resp. 
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that man has a body and that this body is such as it is. It is not an acci-
dent that a house is made of bricks rather than paper or flour, and that in 
any particular thing there is this and not some other quality and struc-
ture of matter. Just as the artist produces a work out of the right material 
and together with the material, which he did not call into existence but 
merely transforms, so the Creator calls the world into existence and par-
ticular things, and He creates together with them the matter that is right 
for them. Furthermore, matter is not a being by itself, but a cause of be-
ing, as is the opinion by those who hold that the world is completely sub-
ject to a process of evolution. Matter is subordinate to determinate be-
ings when they are called into existence. Form is also ordered to the crea-
tive intellect, which is the intellect that measures or establishes the truth, 
and the same may be said about the end that is inscribed and grounded 
in things. 
 We see then, that the truth permeates and determines the whole of 
being. This is expressed in metaphysics as the principe that being and 
truth are interchangeable—“ens et verum convertuntur”. All that is being 
is also thoroughly permeated by thought. 

3. Truth is the measure of the intellect. 
The Personal Dimension of Truth 

Along with Thomas’ understanding of truth there appears a specific un-
derstanding of cognition. Cognition is not merely “adaequatio”, but some-
thing more. Cognition is first and foremost a perfection of a personal be-
ing. This is because the truth is not the result of cognition, but rather, cog-
nition is the result of the truth: “cognitio est quidam veritatis effectus”.11 If 
there were no truth in things, there would not be any cognition.  
 Thomas also avoids any "reification of truth", which is treating truth 
like a being unto itself. He avoids also the instrumentalization of truth, 
that is, treating truth exclusively as a means of liberation, or the logicifi-
cation of the truth, whereby truth would be treated merely as an effect of 
                        
11  De verit., q. 1, a. 2, resp. 



Veritas sequitur esse 
 

 127 

cognition. For this reason he specifically described truth as a measure, 
thanks to which the natural thing is measured and measuring (mensurata 
et mensurans). The truth that we know is the measure by which our intel-
lect is measured and directed to the cognition of a being. The truth is 
then a consequence of the measure of a being’s existence. As Thomas 
says: Veritas sequitur esse rei. Thus the truth that is given to man is not 
merely derived from cognition or thought, as is commonly accepted to-
day, but together with things it is given to man. In this connection, Tho-
mas writes: 
  

“[…] cognition takes place through an assimilation of the one 
cognizing to the thing that is cognized, such that this assimilation 
is the cause of cognition, as for example, when our vision knows a 
colour because it is disposed to this by the cognitive form of the 
colour.”12 

 
Cognition itself “is a certain effect of the truth (quidam veritatis effec-
tus)”13. Here Thomas notes: 
 

“[…] the essence of truth is realized formally. This is what truth 
gives to being: the commensuration or accord of thing and intellect, 
and it is from this commensuration that our cognition of thing re-
sults, as was said. Thus, in this way the being of a thing precedes the 
concept of truth. Cognition is thus the result of a certain truth.”14 

  
 Thus, in order to resolve the doubt of those such as Descartes who 
sought the sources of truth in thought, or Kant who sought it in the 
structure of the intellect, Thomas writes that “being cannot be conceived 
without truth, because being cannot be conceived unless it corresponds 
to, or agrees with, the intellect.”15 
                        
12  Ibidem, a. 1, resp. 
13  Ibidem. 
14  Ibidem. 
15  Ibidem, ad 3. 
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 Let us note that the truth that is grasped in the act of cognition (the 
effect of this accord) is accidental in relation to the truth of the thing. 
Thomas writes: 
 

“The truth that we speak about things in subordination to the hu-
man intellect is accidental, as it were, in relation to things, since if 
the human intellect did not, or could not, exist, the thing would 
still persist in its essence.”16  

  
 Moreover, let us note that there are no eternal truths existing for their 
own sake apart from things, conceived as the exemplars of things. All 
truths are rooted in beings as in their subjects. The truth is a thought, 
whether of the Creator or of a human maker, that is put in things at the 
moment when they are called into existence.  
 This formulation of the problem of truth is decisive in our formula-
tion of the conception of realistic cognition. Cognition does not occur 
through an analysis of concepts, which would move from a generality to 
particulars. There is no valid inference from general ideas to a knowledge 
of individual things. Realistic cognition occurs through an intellectual 
inspection of things. In acts of affirming existence we grasp the individ-
ual thing in its individual idea, not in a general idea. We enrich the con-
tent of the individually existing thing by constantly reverting to the 
known thing, not by constantly explaining or elaborating what our cog-
nition has already grasped from it. 
 Hence in realistic cognition, rather than going from the general to the 
particular, we express more clearly that which was grasped in a vague 
way. This is a process whereby the human person is perfected. The hu-
man person actualizes his own rationality through a familiarity with the 
truth of being. 

                        
16  De Ibidem, a. 4, resp. 
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4. The Analogy of Truth 

The truth is connected with being and corresponds to being. Beings are 
individual, concrete and differentiated. For this reason, there are as many 
truths as there are beings. This view is different from that of Plato and 
Aristotle, who thought that there was a single general truth, whether of a 
species or genus, for many individuals. The truth of the individual being 
must correspond to our cognitive grasp of it. Thus Thomas notes that the 
existence of a thing must enter into our conception of the essence of 
thing. The existence is always individual. Hence, there are “truths, which 
are as numerous in things as the existences of things”.17 
 Thus, all attempts to formulate a univocal definition of truth are fu-
tile, just as it is futile to try and formulate a univocal definition of being. 
Truth and being are analogical. Truth and being correspond to the mode 
of existence of the concrete individual being. The individuality of a being 
is expressed both in its individual act of existence and in its individual 
content that is determined by this act of existence. Otherwise the truth of 
cognition would be opposed to the truth of the things existence. If we 
present the matter in these terms, we can remove the conflict between 
truth as the measure of the existence of the individual thing, and truth as 
the measure of our knowledge of thing. Thus, both being and truth must 
be understood analogically. At the beginning of the Disputed Questions 
on Truth, Thomas provides three groups of definitions. First, he notes 
that we can describe truth as that “which precedes our conception of 
truth and which is the basis for the truth (id quod precedit rationem veri-
tatis, et in quo verum fundatur)”.18 In this description Thomas is refer-
ring to Augustine’s definition, that “The true is that which is (verum est 
id quod est)”19 and Avicenna, who commenting on the First Book of Ar-
istotle’s Metaphysics wrote that “the truth of any thing is the property of 
its existence (veritas cuiuslibet rei est proprietas sui esse)”.20 Thomas also 
                        
17  “Veritas autem quae sunt in rebus, sunt plures, sicut et rerum entitates” (ibidem). 
18  Ibidem. 
19  Ibidem, a. 1, resp. (St. Augustine, Soliloquia, lib. II, c. V). 
20  Ibidem, a. 4, resp. (Avicenna, Metaphysica, XI, c. II). 
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refers to an anonymous author who wrote that “truth is the non-division 
of the fact that something is and what it is (verum est indivisio esse, et eius 
quod est)”. Secondly, Thomas also says that “the truth is defined with re-
spect to that which formally constitutes the concept of truth, and in this 
way Isaac said, that truth is adequation of the thing and the intellect (de-
finitur secundum id quot formaliter rationem veri perficit; et sic dicit 
Isaac, quod veritas as adaequatio rei et intellectus)”.21 Thomas also cites 
Anselm, who wrote that “truth is the correctness that is grasped only by 
the intellect (veritas est rectitudo sola mente perceptibilis)”.22  
 Thomas also notes that the truth cannot be defined with respect to its 
effects. In this way, Hilarius defined the truth as “that which manifests 
and declare existence: verum est manifestativum et declarativum esse”, or 
as Saint Augustine said, “the truth is that by which is shown that which is 
(veritas est qua ostenditur id quod est)”, and that “truth is that according 
to which we judge lower things. (Veritas est secundum quam de inferiori-
bus iudicamus)”.23 In this way Thomas wants to turn attention to a very 
important matter, the analogical character or our understanding and 
definition of the truth. 

5. Conclusions and Consequences 

In closing, I would like to show the consequences of this approach to the 
truth. I may mention the following as be particularly important:  
 a) The truth is not something that exists in itself and of itself. The 
truth is in the concretely existing being and is with being, and the ulti-
mate source of the truth is the One Who Gives the existence of being. 
Hence, the truth occurs and appears only together with the existence of 
being. The truth determines or measures the whole of the really existing 
thing, and so it measures or determines both the material aspect (con-
tent) and the formal aspect. Matter is “part of the essence of the whole 
                        
21  Ibidem, a. 1, resp. 
22  Ibidem (St. Anselmo, De veritate, PL 158, 467-86, s. XII). 
23  Ibidem. 
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being”. Matter does not have its own essence, since “it is called to exis-
tence only in a composite being”.24 
 b) The truth is not an effect of cognition, nor it is a natural category of 
the activity of the intellect, but both cognition and thought are an “effect 
of the truth.” In this way, the value of truth with respect to the person is 
also revealed. It is by knowing the truth that man is perfected as a person.  
 c) The truth is established for things by the intellect that acquires 
knowledge of the truth, but rather, the truth is given to the intellect to be 
known. The intellect must read the truth and discover it in things. 
A human being is not the person we call John, or Adam, or Eve, simply 
because this has been established in cognition by the intellect, but be-
cause the intellect has discovered that these beings are such as they are in 
their nature.  
 d) The crisis of philosophy and culture arose and continues to develop 
because of separation of cognition from being, and from the rejection of 
philosophy as “the art of reading the truth in things”. Many see the truth as 
a matter of composing and producing truth. Theoretical nihilism is noth-
ing other than intellectual illiteracy, brought about when certain intellectu-
als reject the source of “ratio”, which is the really existing being.  
 e) The most important consequence of Thomas’ understanding of the 
truth is the discovery of the foundations for the intelligibility or rational-
ity of the world. The world is like a book, but not like a blank notebook, 
in which each really existing thing bears within itself the thought and in-
tention of the Creator, and perhaps that of a human artisan as well. Man 
is he who can read this book, but only if he learns the “alphabet”, the 
“rules” by which the book was written. Aristotle wrote: “Only the phi-
losopher lives with his gaze directed to nature and to the divine, and like 
a good steersman he makes his life firm in that which is eternal and un-
changing. It is there he casts his anchor and lives his life”.25 

Translated from Polish by Hugh McDonald 

                        
24  De ideis, q. 3, a. 5, s.c. 1. 
25  Aristoteles, Protrepticos, übers. und komment. G. Schneeweiß, Darmstadt 2005 (Text 

griech. und dt.), frg. 50. 



 

 


