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It is noteworthy that as far back as Democritus in the
fourth century B.C. philosophers have found it convenient to
differentiate our sensations of things from any direct
identification of those sensory data in the things themselves.
Democritus asserted that tastes, temperatures, colors and the
like exist only by custom, whereas atoms and the void truly
exist.1 With the revival of Democritus' theory of atoms in the
Late Renaissance, Galileo {1564-1641) also revived the -
distinction between sensory data as subjective, whereas
objectively those data exist as the motion of atoms. Galileo's
position was adopted by his contemporaries, Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) and Johann Kepler (1571-1630), and by his
successor, Isaac Newton (1642-1727). On the other hand,
their other contemporary, Rene Descartes (1596-1650)
rejected the theory of atoms as indivisible, but upheld a theory
of minute particles which are divisible and in motion.
Nevertheless, he retained the distinction between subjective
sensory data and the objective material substance of bodies.

Then, as is well known, Robert Boyle (1627-1691)
named this distinction as "secondary qualities” versus "primary
qualities” (The Experimental History of Colors, 1663). The
adoption and popularizing of the distinction was brought about
by John Locke (1632~1704) in his Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1st ed. 1690). It has been a source for
criticism, as by George Berkeley (1685-1753), Locke's
contemporary, and by many others right up to the present.2 it
is especially criticized in post-modern philosophy by those in
the hermeneutic movement. The latter resemble those ancient
and medieval philosophers who maintained the distinction
between sensations and concepts, but considered both as two
kinds of valid and true knowledge.

Thus, the prime consequence following from the
distinction of primary and secondary qualities was the
proposal that secondary qualities, because they are
subjective, do not give us knowledge of the things which,
supposedly, cause us to have these sensations. Further, only




primary qualities, because they are co-present in every
material object, give us true knowledge of those material
objects. Yet let us note in passing, those seventeenth-and
eighteenth-century thinkers were not agreed on the number
and kind of primary qualities. Gatileo listed them as shape,
motion, location in time and place, number, and contact.
Descartes listed only extension, position, and motion, but not
solidity nor weight. Locke listed them as extension, figure,
solidity, mobility, and number in paragraph ¢ of his Essay, and
then listed them as bulk, figure, texture, and motion in the next
paragraph of the same Essay.

However, this paper is not an investigation into the
similarities or differences among these theorists. instead, this
paper is a critique of the very notion of primary versus
secondary qualities as having differential truth-values.
Moreover, this critique takes its inspiration from the work of a
twentieth-century Canadian Jesuit philosopher, Bernard

Lonergan (1904-1985). A re-reading of his 1957 book,

Ingight, was prompted by the recent appearance of several
books and articles about him.4 These analyze, develop, and
apply his thought to topics in philosophy and theology. In 1990
alone, besides the fifth volume of his collected works, there
appeared at least two major works on Lonergan and an
article.3 Yet, it was my re-reading of his insight which provided
the definitive basis for rejecting the distinction of primary
versus secondary qualities as made by its early modern
proponents. ' :

Lonergan first mentions primary and secondary gualities
when he contrasts his own explication of human knowing to
that of Galileo. The Iatter claimed that increase in scientific
knowledge wouid result from side-stepping secondary
qualities while at the same time mathematically assessing the
primary qualities of bodies and their motion. Lonergan,
however, places scientific progress in moving from
experiential propositions, which he calls "experiential
conjugates,” to scientific ones, which he calls "pure
conjugates” (84).6 Both are genuine formulations, and both
are verifiable (85). There are two reasons for this.

First, there is no meaningful experience of a bare
sensation by itself. Our acts of hearing, touching, testing,
smeliing, and seeing do not occur in a cognitional vacuum, but
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 The question arises, therefore, as to the cognijtion‘al
truth-value of all of our perceptions, that is, our "expener_1_t|al
conjugates,” as Lonergan calls them, given that they differ
from "pure conjugates.” It is a question gf tl_ug status of common
sense explanations as distinct from sc:gnt:fac ones. For, _these
are two types of valid knowing, for wrpch the problem is not
one of elimination but of critical distinction. _

L.Jn-liess they are dis'ti_nguished sharply by a critical
theory of knowledge, they become confusfed_t_o
generate aberrations that afflict not only scientitic
thought but far more conspicuousily the thought of
‘philosophers. (253)

When the distinction is made, however, we rgach seplarate. but
complementary domains (294). The reason is the aff‘srmaftlons
of empirical science contain the qua}nfymg_ resgrvatu_an from
the viewpoint of explanation,’ while the aff_lrmgtlons of
common sense contain the qualifying reservation 'from the
viewpbint of ordinary description' (295). These are two
different, but valid and verifiable, kinds of llmowl_edge.

At this point, what is remarkablg is not so much the
dismissal of the distinction between primary and secondary
qualities, for others have rejected it for diverse reasons,

~ beginning at least with George Berkeley. What is remar-l_sable
is that Lonergan demonstrated that tl:le realm of ordinary
experience, that is, the world of both primary and secondary

qualities, when expressed in meaningful statements, is as

lid a type of knowledge in its own way as is science m‘uts
;?J;? 3a?3294~97)—-—~ang he did this i-n. 1957. That was thirty
years before Richard Bernstein and Hilary Putnar? offerec% a
similar demonstration just a couple of years ago. Th‘at is,
what all three of these philosophers are saying Is tlr_1at primary
qualities are as much a maiter of sense percep_tlon as are
secondary ones, but that both possess truth value in the realm
of the experiential when verified in cogn[tlonal p_ropos:trons.

- What Lonergan did was to approach this solution from the
analysis of human knowing, before the othgr_- tw_o app{oached
it from the actual procedures of sqienttflc investigators.
Additionally, Putnam and Bemstein proflte_d frorp the rise of t__he
contemporary hermeneutic movement in philosophy which
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provided the basis for distinguishing multiple types of knowing

- as valid interpretations. This, of course, was most notably

done by Hans-Georg Gadamer.

In fact, it must be pointed out that Lonergan also
anticipated, by three years, the theories of Gadamer
concerning our inescapable "prejudices” (pre-judgments), our
"horizons," our "biases," our "cultural viewpoints,” when we do
form our perceptions and our conceptions, on both the levels
of common sense and of science. Just as all of our perceptual
judgments occur only in a context, as we saw above,
Lonergan notes that scientific observations also occur only
under the dominance of a guiding orientation (74). Yet,
Gadamer's epoch-making book, Truth and Method, which is
generally considered the start of the contemporary hermenutic
philosophy, was first published in 1960 in German.

indeed, it is interesting to note, parenthetically, that
Lonergan used ‘viewpoint' many times in Insight, but by 1972,
in his Method in Theology, he substituted 'horizon’
consistently for 'viewpoint,' thus placing himself in the
hermeneutic movement, or, at least, its vocabulary, after he
had already outlined its features, as it were.12 Moreover,
where Gadamer spoke, in 1960,13 of a "fusion of horizons,"
Lonergan had delineated, in 1957, lower, higher, highest, and
universal viewpoints. it is to this topic | now tumn as it is related
to primary versus secondary qualities.

Whereas the pseudo-distinction between these
qualities, made by the seventeenth and eighteenth century
philosophers, did not lead to a valid demonstration of their
truth value, it did lead to a questioning of the relative truth of
experiential propositions as contrasted to scientific ones, and
both of these as contrasted to those of all other disciplines.
This question is the matter of "viewpoints" and interpretation.
For, even on the level of description (experiential conjugates)
and on the level of explanation (pure conjugates), there are
differing viewpoints, which are different heuristic devices
(103-7). Biology, for example, differs from botany and physical
anthropology, although all three treat of living things.

However, Lonergan notes that there arise "higher"
viewpoints when single viewpoints combine into a new one
arising from further insights, as in the rise of new sciences,
new forms of mathematics, and new systems of philosophy
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(233-34). Recall the Cartesian invention of analytic geometry
and the subsequent invention of calculus. Further, the
"highest” viewpoint, notes Lonergan, is metaphysics (390-94).
The reason is, of course, because it is based on the insight
which is all-inclusive, namely, being (350). It is so all-inclusive
that he calls it the "protean notion of being" (484). Yet, his
thorough exposition of metaphysics is not what is of most
interest at this point even though he devotes four chapters to it
(XIV through XVII). Rather, his distinction of the "spontaneous”
notion of being from the “"theoretical® notion of being is
relevant to the so-called primary and secondary qualities.
Lonergan points out that "The spontaneously operative
notion [of being} is invariant; it is common to ali men; it
functions in the same manner no matter what theoretical
account of it a man may come to accept" (352-53). In addition,
this natural, spontaneous notion of being is prior to any
subsequent knowledge. It Is prior to each instance of knowing

it at any level, and it is prior even to any sort of judgment (353).

Consequently, this natural notion of being also precedes any
distinct perceptions and conceptions, even the so-called
primary and secondary qualities, which Kant reduced to
phenomena (339). Thus, knowledge of any perceptual or
conceptual or propositional kind is always preceded by the
natural knowledge of being. it is all-pervasive (356-)'.14 This
realization of the spontaneous notion of being which precedes
all other levels of knowledge is what was lacking in the

- adherents of the pseudo-distinction of primary and secondary
qualities (413-14).

As for the "theoretical” notion of being, it is, cbviously,
not natural, nor ali-pervasive; it issues into diverse types of
metaphysical systems. it consists of the varying conclusions of
heuristic structures and of diverse viewpoints. But, is this the
end of the matter? Are there only irreducibly pluralistic
systems of metaphysics? Lonergan thinks not. For, just as
Hans-Georg Gadamer was later to propose the “fusion of
horizons," as noted above, Lonergan proposed a "universal
viewpoint." - -

‘Brigfly, for it is only marginal to the thrust of this paper, a
universal viewpoint is "a potential totality of genetically and
dialectically ordered viewpoints” (564). It arises from the range
of possible alternatives of interpretations; it relies on the
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interpreter’s capacity to grasp meanings; and it is an ordering
of.wewpoints from generic to specific (565-66). In this
upl\{ersal viewpoint, the attempts of those who proposed a
distinction of primary from secondary qualities have been
found to confuse the level of description by perceptions with
the fevel of explanation by concepts and theories. Above all,
tt]ey neglected the primordial knowledge which precedes any
kind of perceptions, namely, the knowing of being. Thus, the
so-called primary and secondary qualities are only the
culturally induced—as Democritus might say-—and the
cult'uraily internalized modes of perceptually identifying
belngs, which are naturally known as beings, before
cognitively perceiving them. The same also holds true, of
course, for concepts and theories of all sorts.

To summarize and highlight Bernard Lonergan's
treatment of the pseudo-distinction of primary from secondary
qualities, | offer the following precis:

1. The so-called secondary qualities are sensory data
plus intellectual interpretations.

2. The so-called primary qualities are the same, that is,
they are merely sensory data plus intellectual interpretations.

3 3. Consequently, both secondary and primary
qualities _have the same truth value status; they differ neither
as to their psychological status nor as to their intelligibility.

4, quever, as perceptions, they can both be verified
and are valid on the level of description of the objectively
experienced world; they are “experiential conjugates.”

§. B_eyond this level of perceptions is the higher level
of the indirectly perceptible one of concepts and theories,

| which is the level of explanation; these are "pure conjugates.”

6. On bqth the. descriptive and the explanatory levels,
there are‘ml.JItlpIe “viewpoints" (horizons), heuristic devices
based on insights, which are understandings.

7. A "higher" viewpoint is the combining or coalescing
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of single viewpoints into a new one arising from further
insights, as in the rise of new sciences, new types of
mathematics, new systems in philosophy, and so on.

. 8. The "highest" viewpoint is metaphysics_because it
is based on the insight which is the most all-inclusive of other
insights, namely, the protean notion of being.

9.-However, the spontanecus notion of be'ing, unlike
the theoretical notion of being, is natural and is prior even to
distinct perceptions and distinct conceptions of every sort.

10. The adherents of the pseudo-di-stinction'of primar_y
versus secondary qualities erred on the psychological level in
neglecting the intellectual component of both.

11. They also erred on the epistemological I=evel.in
neglecting the primordial natural knowledge of beipg which
precedes all types of perceptions and conceptions and
cognitive judgments.

12. Nonetheless, diverse viewpoints, sciences, and
intellectual disciplines need not, in principle, conflict with one
another, for they are complementary domains, and can even
be transcended by a "universal viewpoint," also called a
“fusion of horizons" in post-modern hermeneutic philosophy.

NOTES

1A succinct summary of the history of the notion of

primary and secondary qualities can be found in Paul

Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York:
Macmillan & Free Press, 1967), 6: 455-57.

2Gail Soffer, "-Phenomenofogy and Scientific
realism: Hussert's Critique of Galileo,” The Review o:f
Metaphysics 44 (September, 1990): 67-94.

3John Locke, An Essay -Concerning Human

Understanding (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1894),
166-67. '

71

4Bernard J. E. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Humarn
Understanding (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1957). The
1977 edition is still in print (New York: Harper & Row, 1990).
David Tracy, The Achievement of Bernard Lonergan (New
York: Herder & Herder, 1970), provides both biography and
bibliography up to 1970. In 1972, Lonergan augmented the
theme of Insight in his Method in Theology (New York: Herder
& Herder, 1972). His multiple articles and shorter books are
being re-published under the direction of the Lonergan
Research Institute in Toronto, the founders of which, Frederick
E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran, are the editors of The
Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan, vol. 5 (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1990).

SMichael L. Rende, Lonergan on Conversion: The
Development of a Notion (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 1990); and Michael H. McCarthy, The Crisis of
Philosophy (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), in which the solution
to the crisis is to be found in Lonergan; and James R.
Pambrun, "Ricoeur, Lonergan, and the Intelligibility of Cosmic
Time," The Thomist 54 (July 1990): 471-98.

6Lc)ne:rgan, Insight, 84-85.

"Robert S. Feldman, Understanding Psychology,
2nd ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1990), 127-31. Among other
contemporary philosophers who have noted this, see Brand
Blanshard, The Nature of Thought (London:; George Allen &
Unwin, 1939), 2: 228; Gilbert Ryle, Dilemmas (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1954), 84-92; and John L.
Austin, Sense and Sensibilia (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1962), 8-10.

8 Alfred Jules Ayer, The Central Question of
Philosophy (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, Morrow
Paperback, 1974), 85-86, following the lead of George
Berkeley, who was the first to do so, specifically faults John
Locke for treating the status of primary qualities as being both
perceptible and imperceptible.

INote the similar but recent and vigorous rejection




72

of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities by
Ayn Rand, Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology, expanded
2nd ed. by Harry Binswanger and Leonard Peikoff (New York:
Penguin Books, 1990), 279-82.

| 10Richard J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and

Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsyivania Press, 1988); Hilary Putnam, The
Many Faces of Realism (La Salie, iL.: Open Court, 1987).

i "1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode
(Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1960). First English transiation was
of the second edition by Sheed and Ward, 1975. Second
revised English translation was by Joel Weinsheimer and
Donald G. Marshall (New York: Crossroads-Continuum,
1989). Lonergan treats explicitly of interpretation
(hermeneutics) in Insight, the section, "The Truth of
Interpretation,” 562-94.

12Ldnergain, Method in Theology, 235-36.
13Gadamer, Truth and Method, 306—7, 374—75.

14 onergan acknowledges his predecessor in the
description of a natural, spontaneous, notion of being to be
Thomas Aquinas (I/nsight, 369-70). Aquinas, in turn, credits
Avicenna with noting this phenomenon, in De Veritate, g.1,
a.1, trans. R. W. Mulligan, Truth (Chicago: Regnery Co., 1952),
1: 5. Among others after Aquinas who upheld the doctrine
were Duns Scotus and Bonaventure. All three were influences
upon Martin Heidegger, as reported in John D. Caputo,
Heidegger and Agquinas: An Essay on Qvercoming
Metaphysics (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982),
40-48, with Heidegger quoting Thomas Aguinas directly in his
own Being and Time. Says Caputo, "For both Heidegger and
the medieval thinkers Being is an 'a priori,’ a prius, which
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being,” in Marjorle Grene, "Merleau-Ponty and the Renewal of
Ontology," The Review of Metaphysics 29 (June 1976): 605~
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