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Method in Philosophy

1. Introduction

Even when he was a young student, Lonergan was deeply interested in 
philosophy and investigated the nature and methods of knowledge in 
many � elds of learning. That early concern, improved by personal stud-
ies and readings, instead of cooling as a consequence of his engagement 
in the Society of Jesus as a professional theologian, he always kept alive 
and this became the basis for his original formulation of what he called 
Transcendental Method (see Method in Theology, 1972) or Generalized 
Empirical Method (see Insight, 1957).1

Lonergan associated his methodological and philosophical concern 
for the renewal of thinking in the Catholic world with attention to the 
cultural change that characterizes the present time: that is, an unre-
strained scienti� c development—although ambiguous on the techno-
logical side—an ever deeper attention to the historical and herme-
neutical dimension of human studies, a widespread cultural pluralism 
that refuses to consider classical culture as unique and normative, the 
ever-growing specialization of knowledge into so many branches, the 
inadequacy of the ideals � xed by logic,2 the importance of method, that 
is, the activity present in every kind of knowledge.3
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On the basis of his lucid and detailed analyses, Lonergan felt it nec-
essary to make a radical transposition from classic  Thomism (especially 
in its neo-scholastic formulation) to a new form of philosophical and 
theological thought adequate for our day. Consequently, Lonergan 
proposed � ve famous “transpositions” from classical to contemporary 
culture. These manifested his research program and his eagerness to 
dialogue with the complexity of contemporary culture.4 It was the re-
alization of these transpositions that led the Canadian philosopher to 
work out his transcendental method. 

I will try here to write about my subject in rather informal language, 
since these pages are not addressed to specialists, but to people who are 
teachers or work in the � eld of education. 

2. The Transcendental Method and Philosophy

Obviously there is a very close relation between the transcendental 
method worked out by Lonergan through philosophy and its methodical 
procedure. I shall try to explain that relation not only with reference to 
the two main works by Lonergan (Insight and Method) but also to a very 
large number of minor writings now collected into several volumes 
of The Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan by the University of Toronto 
Press. Among these works I shall mention only one, which seems to me 
particularly important for our theme: Lonergan’s answer to a Question-
naire on Philosophy for a symposium on philosophy held near Rome in naire on Philosophy for a symposium on philosophy held near Rome in naire on Philosophy
September, 1977.5

First of all, transcendental method is basically a personal way of pro-
ceeding that involves an analysis of one’s own process of learning (the 
Greek word “method” includes the meaning “the way”) in order to ar-
rive at the self-appropriation of him/herself as a knower. The goal is the 
knowledge of one’s own intentional cognitive and moral dynamism as 
a starting point for the further “� ourishing” of the human subject, not 
only from the intellectual but also from the existential point of view. 

This project is rooted in two strong motivations: 1) on the one hand, 
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the inquiry into the nature of human knowledge is still today a basic 
question on which philosophers and epistemologists have yet to reach 
agreement; 2) on the other hand, every abstract theory of knowledge 
based on some a priori assumption comes with an “existential joker” 
since it presupposes what one is seeking to know.

Thus, the proposal of self-appropriation consists in a phenomeno-
logical analysis of the conscious operations we perform when we are 
getting to know something. By beginning with the question in the � rst 
person, “What am I doing when I am knowing?” I am invited to “de-
scend” into my interiority (consciousness) in order to pay attention to 
the operations I perform with the aim of identifying all of them, trying 
to understand them, relating them to one another and � nally verifying 
if I have properly understood them and their relationships. Self-appro-
priation means that I have attained the � rst philosophical judgment, “I 
am a knower.” By this a human subject becomes acquainted with his/her 
own nature as a knower: namely with several operations constituting 
the whole intentional process of human knowing, as well as the unity of 
one’s own consciousness.

The formulation of all of this Lonergan calls transcendental method. It 
is a method because our consciousness is structured on di� erent opera-method because our consciousness is structured on di� erent opera-method
tional levels (experience, understanding, judgment, decision) and this 
structure is a set of recurrent and related operations yielding cumula-
tive and progressive results. This method is transcendental, both because 
our operational capacity is the a priori condition that makes our know-
ing possible (transcendental in the Kantian sense) and because it is the 
source of several particular methods (transcendental in the classic sense). 
So, the source of knowing is the knowing subject him/herself in his/her 
operative resources of sensibility, intelligence, reason, as well as a� ec-
tivity, freedom and responsibility. 

The awareness of such resources—self-appropriation—opens new 
horizons for teachers, pupils and all interested in education.6

Lonergan thinks of philosophy as “the basic and total science, the Grund- 
und Gesamtwissenschaft,” playing a mediating role between theology and und Gesamtwissenschaft,” playing a mediating role between theology and und Gesamtwissenschaft,”
the other sciences as well as human cultures and societies. To ful� ll this 
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task, considering the cultural transpositions from the classical world 
into the modern world and, particularly, the present conception of sci-
ence with its own developments, philosophy is conceived by Lonergan 
as a compound consisting of four basic sections: 

1) cognitional theory or gnoseology - 

What am I doing when I am knowing?” 

2) epistemology -“Why doing that is knowing”

3) the metaphysics of the proportionate being - 

“What do I know when I do so?”

4) existential ethics.

Cognitional theory tells just what one is doing when one is 

coming to know. It includes the whole genesis of common 

sense, of the sciences, of exegetical and historical studies, of the 

philosophies. It will be radical enough to leave room for future 

scienti� c, scholarly, and philosophic developments. It ensures 

our basic and total science against objections from the sciences 

of the past and leaves it open to the discoveries of the future.7

So, the � rst dimension of philosophy essentially coincides with tran-
scendental method. As we noted, it supplies us with the normative and 
immanent pattern of our operative consciousness; this is the “rock” on 
which every further development is based. Standing upon this rock, it 
is possible for us to answer the classical questions about the value and 
the objectivity of our knowing —epistemology— and to go beyond 
the mistaken views that are still so prevalent today: phenomenalism, 
relativism, skepticism. Moreover, transcendental method allows us to 
understand what we come to know when we perform our cognitional 
operations, that is, it allows us to work out a correct notion of propor-
tionate being (the world of our experience), namely a correct notion 
of reality—metaphysics. Finally, we have to formulate human living ac-
cording to an existential ethics that traces the shift from unauthenticity, 
“when one just drifts through life,” to authenticity, that is, the discovery 
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that “one � nds out for oneself that one has to decide for oneself what 
one is to do with one’s life.”8 This is the question of personal authentic-
ity.

The basic and total science, philosophy, then, is no longer ancient 
metaphysics but rather a compound of four parts: 

[It] results from understanding both in their similarities and in 

their di� erences the several methods of the particular sciences 

and, as well, the procedures of common sense… In the medi-

eval context logic was the norm and measure of science and by 

that standard metaphysics was the basic and total science. But 

in the contemporary context method is the norm and the mea-

sure of science, and so it is from an understanding of methods 

in their similarities and their di� erences that one attains the 

basic and total science.9

Everything is based on the objecti� cation of our cognitional struc-
ture, which has become the touchstone permitting further philosophical 
developments. And this is possible because our structured conscious-
ness is intentional, namely spontaneously oriented to reality, a shining 
transparence allowing us to perceive the universe of being, that is to say 
the notion of being itself. 

3. The Originality of Lonergan’s Formulation: 
Philosophy and Interiority

As classic philosophy started from the ontological analysis of reality 
– metaphysics - to come to views on knowledge and truth, so Loner-
gan (in� uenced by modern thought and especially by Kant) goes on 
the same path in the opposite direction: from the theory of knowledge 
through the clari� cation of the objectivity of human knowledge to the 
explanation of the notion of being and reality, thus arriving at a pos-
sible ontological position. He goes along that path convinced that we 
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must � rst deal with the cognitional problem if we want to get rid of so 
many of the misunderstandings and confusions present in the history of 
philosophy precisely because one has not yet clearly answered the � rst 
important question, that is, the problem of our own knowing: “What 
am I doing when I am knowing?”

There is no doubt that the human person has a natural desire to know, 
a conscious, intelligent, rational, deliberate and methodical desire; it is 
the Aristotelian “wonder.” In every person such a desire becomes an 
implicit or explicit cognitional ideal; it underwent a profound evolu-
tion with the achievement of scienti� c thought. The philosopher, too, 
pursues a cognitional ideal that has changed with times. For example, in 
the modern age there has been the deductive ideal of pure reason that, 
founding itself on the mathematic model, starts from self-evident prin-
ciples (necessary and universal) and from clear and distinct concepts 
deduces some philosophical conclusions that claim to reach absolute 
certainty (Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, Wol� ). Then Kant came along 
and undermined that ideal of pure reason with his thesis that any philo-
sophical knowledge about unconditioned objects is impossible. Then 
there was Hegel’s attempt to return to an all-inclusive philosophical 
system through a dialectical process that has its pivot in the Aufhebung. 

Lonergan’s problem is to know what the right ideal of knowledge 
is - if any exists. What sort of knowledge is possible and what does it 
consist in? As we have said, we can get the answer to these questions 
only if we are personally involved in the concrete and explicit process 
by which the human cognitional ideal de� nes itself through cognitional 
examples drawn from the several � elds of knowledge. It is a test that 
any person claiming to be a philosopher has to take by him/herself, 
starting from his/her own experience of the cognitive operations he/
she has applied to some particular � eld or example. For knowledge is 
always the knowledge of something.

The crucial point is that the cognitional ideal for philosophy is the 
human subject himself, as he is intelligent, as he asks questions and 
requires intelligible and reasonable answers. Thus, self-appropriation is 
central. Posing as a philosopher, in fact, implies that the subject takes 
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possession of that ideal of knowledge that is already given in the very 
practice of cognitional intentionality: it is nothing but one’s own em-
pirical, intellectual, rational and moral consciousness. According to Lo-
nergan, a person is a philosopher not because he knows the whole his-
tory of philosophy, but because he takes a position upon the basic issues 
concerning knowing, objectivity and reality. Each philosopher has to 
speak on his own about these issues. According to Lonergan’s method, 
that conception of philosophy, based upon the interiority of the con-
crete subject with his/her personal experience, is the novelty and at the 
same time the obstacle one has to overcome in order to call himself or 
herself a philosopher. 

The novelty is really the proposal of a quest in the � rst person start-novelty is really the proposal of a quest in the � rst person start-novelty
ing from the assertion that some types of knowledge are working (that 
is, the sciences) and that, through the analysis of the operations per-
formed to obtain that certainty, everyone is theoretically able to a�  rm 
him/herself as a knower: that is to say, a conscious unity and identity
able to perceive, understand and judge. And that is made possible by 
the complete veri� ability of all the elements involved through their im-
mediate presence in one’s own consciousness. It is an intentional analy-
sis completely performed upon an empirical basis, even if the data I 
have to verify are to be found within myself and not outside. The result 
of such a method is a knowledge characterized by a formally dynamic 
structure of experience, understanding and judgment, obtained with an 
epistemological comparison among the various trends of modern and 
contemporary philosophies.

But for many thinkers that proposal is also an obstacle. First of all,
the “masters of suspicion” have thrown an unfavorable light upon con-
sciousness which is considered unreliable since it is the product of a 
strange mechanism or hidden forces. Then there is Karl Popper’s criti-
cism of “psychologism” and his decision to draw up an epistemology 
with no cognitional subject. Then there is Wittgenstein’s decision to 
prohibit the consideration of mental acts, and analytical philosophy’s 
subsequent analysis of language. Last but not least there are the restric-
tive claims of some neuroscientists. 
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The way towards self-appropriation, therefore, can seem to pro-
duce very weak and impractical results. As a matter of fact, one is rely-
ing on a certain reality that is immediately given to each of us, but at 
the same time it is so impalpable and elusive that these various philo-
sophical currents have excluded the possibility of taking it into serious 
consideration. The obstacle is our intentional consciousness, that is to 
say our subjectivity, so much celebrated even by some contemporary 
philosophical trends (for example, existentialism) to the extent of vig-
orously promoting it against an objectivity which they consider cold 
and impersonal. 

What is surprising is that it seems to be the fact that the ultimate basis 
of this theory of knowledge is a contingent event, an event that can occur 
- and that does in fact occur - and that not even a skeptic can reasonably 
deny.10 Everyone has to answer the � rst philosophical question, Am I 
a knower? on one’s own on the basis of a personal concrete judgment 
of fact. This is, indeed, the critical foundation of philosophical knowl-
edge. Self-knowing quali� es me and allows me to talk about knowing 
in the � rst person, then eventually as a philosopher. Properly speaking, 
philosophical intelligence is an intensi� cation of one’s own critical self-
consciousness taking place within the complex context of culture. Ev-
erything is based on the factual and contingent aspect of self-a�  rmation. 
That fact is real and implies experience. That fact is not indistinct and in-
determinate, but is something precisely de� ned and, therefore, involves 
some insights and conceptions. Finally, that fact has in itself an element 
of absoluteness; it is a virtually unconditioned fact, since its conditions 
for existence are ful� lled. The problem is to establish with absolute cer-
tainty that the cognitional structure operating within oneself is the same 
structure that operates in every other human subject. But, that is proved 
by the fact that, while we are discussing this theme, each of us knows by 
common sense that, when someone else is questioning and weighing the 
answers, he or she is experiencing, understanding and judging just as I 
am myself. We know all that by judgments of common sense and, cer-
tainly, we need not enter into the interiority of anyone else.

Therefore, Lonergan is telling us that it is time that we consider our-
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selves seriously as cognitional subjects, as the very source of the enormous 
knowledge that the human family has accumulated during the millen-
nia. But he is also warning us that this attention on ourselves cannot be 
separated from the necessity of objectivity. On the contrary, objective 
knowledge is a goal that can be attained only by a really authentic sub-
ject, that is, a subject capable of fully realizing the inner dynamism of 
his/her consciousness: a self-appropriated subject respecting, as Loner-
gan puts it in Method, the four transcendental precepts: be attentive, be 
intelligent, be reasonable, be responsible. It is important that one get 
personally involved in the cognitive and cultural enterprise, for no one 
will be able to reach such a cognitional ideal unless he or she � rst attains 
self-appropriation. This task, of course, cannot take place aside from 
one’s own intellectual and existential history.

The centrality of the self-appropriation of one’s own conscious activity 
is “a peak above the clouds”—as Lonergan de� nes it in the original preface 
of Insight—and it involves a profound intellectual conversion: that is:

(1) eliminate the myth of knowing as simply taking a look at 

things but realize that it is, on the contrary, a dynamic structure 

on three levels: experiencing, understanding, judging; 

(2) discover that the criteria of objectivity are a three-fold 

structure, the same as our cognitional structure; 

(3) modify and enrich the notion of reality, which is not the “al-

ready out there now real” - biological extroversion - but rather 

is attained by correct judgments, after being experienced and 

understood. 

These three theses, according to Lonergan, are the fundamental posi-These three theses, according to Lonergan, are the fundamental posi-These three theses, according to Lonergan, are the 
tion of critical realism. They allow us to pass from a world of immediacy 
(the world of the infant that lives only on sensations) to a broader world 
mediated by meanings and values: the world of being, in which one 
has to acknowledge and distinguish several spheres of being: real being, 
merely logical being, mathematical being, merely hypothetical being, 
transcendent being. 
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That philosophical formulation, while revealing the inadequacy 
of empiricism and naïve realism, is founded neither on the rationalist 
claim of the necessity and universality of our judgments, nor on the ide-
alist assumption of the complete coherence of thinking expressed in an 
ultimate system; it is rather founded on the actuality and contingency of 
our existence and of our real knowing, capable of overcoming the ob-
stacles of phenomenalism and relativism. We do not know everything, 
but what we progressively know is reliable and is the fruit of rational 
judgments, be they certain or probable. 

I think that such a conception of knowledge explains Lonergan’s radi-
cal criticism of Husserl’s way of conceiving philosophy.11 Husserl wants 
to make philosophy a rigorous science, based on necessity and capable of 
attaining absolute certainties. The search for absolute necessity and abso-
lute certainty is a task beyond man’s possibilities; therefore it is bound to 
fail. On the contrary, our knowledge is founded on the knowledge of the 
world as contingent and on the assumption that our knowing, too, is a 
contingent occurrence. Demanding the absolute and being satis� ed with 
nothing but the absolute, results ultimately in skepticism. 

That formulation, without doubt original, assumes that philosophy 
is the knowledge of human interiority (self-appropriation is central) 
and has the peculiar role of tracing back all other forms of knowledge 
(no competition is allowed) to their ultimate basis, to the rock where 
the knower is existentially situated. Lonergan starts from the idea of 
building metaphysics as a heuristic discourse on the totality of the real, 
and from that idea, � rst of all, he takes up a position against all reductive 
epistemologies, such as empiricism, rationalism, criticism, relativism, 
naïve realism and idealism.

4. Philosophy and the Dialectical Method 

Metaphysics is latent in every intelligent and reasonable individual in 
his or her existential condition. That spontaneous metaphysics becomes 
a problematic metaphysics in the theoretical subject (the researcher 
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or the scholar) who is aware of the necessity of a systematic e� ort at 
connecting the specializations in order to overcome the fragmentation 
of knowledge. At the same time, one can advance from a problematic 
metaphysics to an explicit metaphysics to the extent that the subject 
turns into a critical subject, that is to say, into a self-appropriated sub-
ject, an intellectually converted person. That subject, the philosopher, 
is able “to transform and to unify” other knowledge, not because he 
possesses the best � rst principles (as the Aristotelian and the scholastics 
might do), but because the knower knows himself or herself as the ul-
timate source of meaning and rationality—and their absence as well. I 
have here synthesized the basic task of philosophy as the knowledge of 
human interiority, but such a task involves a long and complex search 
that can be carried out only through a dialectical method that Lonergan 
outlines in detail.

The dialectical method has taken several di� erent meanings in the 
course of the history of philosophy. According to Lonergan, the dialec-
tical method speci� cally applies to the human world and it is not an “un-
di� erentiated tool � t for everything” as Hegel would hold. This “tool” 
pertains to the � eld of the data on human development, which is a� ect-
ed by tensions and manifold individual and collective biases and reveals 
a radical opposition between two operators of human development: the 
intellectual operator, that is, emerging intelligence as a perennial source 
of superior systems of knowledge and cultures; and the intersubjective 
psyche, that is, the perception common to all animals (man included) 
and which is tied to the biological world enriched with intersubjectiv-
ity—that is, the primeval belonging of man to a prior “we.” So the basic 
dialectic originates from an in-born confusion between an elementary 
empirical knowing-perception that is structured upon the motor and 
perceptive operations of the infant, and a fully intelligent and reason-
able knowing that has been successively developed through the abstract 
operations of our intelligence and the critical ability of our judgment.

At the root of the human dialectic between the intersubjective 
psyche and the intellectual operator, between an elementary form of 
knowing and a fully human knowing, between biases and freedom, be-
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tween decline and progress, there is the acknowledgment, on the one 
hand, of the essential incompleteness of the human person and, on the 
other, of the intrinsically dialectical character of human history.

One should observe that the fruitful use of the dialectical method, 
as Lonergan intends it, cannot overlook the absolute necessity for one’s 
own intellectual conversion, which leads the self-appropriated subject 
to the fundamental positionto the fundamental positionto the  of critical realism and, at the same time, takes 
into consideration the protean character of Being 

…which as protean now is identi� ed with matter and now with 

idea, now with phenomena and now with essence, now with a 

transcendent unknowable and now with the things that exist.12

In such a way, we are able to distinguish both the statements in the 
di� erent sciences and philosophies that are coherent with such a fun-
damental position and contrasting statements, or counterpositions. Some 
examples can clarify the practice of such a dialectic.

Hume elaborated a brilliant theory of knowing basically conceived 
as a set of empirical sensations and perceptions confronted and or-
dered by the human intellect through practice and belief. But in doing 
so Hume performs a peculiar exercise of his own intelligence that his 
theory of knowledge does not acknowledge. Therefore in the Scottish 
philosopher there is a sharp contrast between his brilliant actual op-
erating procedures and his empiricist theory of knowledge. This is an 
example of Hume’s counter-position.

Even Kant is involved in such a dialectic. On the one hand, he af-
� rms that our knowing is limited to the phenomenal world (things-for-
us), for his starting point is to consider every quality of our perception 
as subjective. The empirical datum is already wrapped in our subjectiv-
ity. Yet, on the other hand, Kant claims that our knowledge really and 
truly extends only to phenomena. In doing so he claims to employ a 
rational judgment about reality transcending his own phenomenalism. 
His very statement that we know only phenomena belongs to the nou-
menal world and highlights his counter-position. 
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In the same manner, neo-positivist philosophers think that every 
metaphysical, ethical and religious statement has no meaning since it 
is not veri� able by means of empirical protocols. But, that neo-positiv-
ist statement itself (that they claim to be true and rational) cannot be 
subjected to the principle of veri� cation. Here again is a counter-posi-
tion: these philosophers deny the possibility of metaphysics by using a 
metaphysical statement themselves.

Nevertheless Lonergan’s attitude is not that of Hegel in judging pre-
vious philosophers and the whole history of philosophy. In fact, he does 
not mean to prove that everything is directed towards his own system 
and that his system is to be held as the de� nite one. Lonergan is con-
scious that the character of philosophy is always temporary and progres-
sive. He is aware of the in� nite variety of perspectives and proceedings 
that are o� ered to philosophers. He holds that the contributions of each 
of the philosophers of the past have enabled us to reach a more di� eren-
tiated individual and socio-cultural consciousness. They have enabled us 
to give more complete answers to crucial philosophic problems.

The development of mathematics, the maturity of some 

branches of empirical science, the investigations of depth psy-

chology, the interest in historical theory, the epistemological 

problems raised by Descartes, by Hume, and by Kant, the con-

centration of modern philosophy upon cognitional analysis, all 

serve to facilitate and to illumine an investigation of the mind 

of man…On the one hand, the philosophers have been men 

of exceptional acumen and profundity. On the other hand, the 

many, contradictory, disparate philosophies can all be contribu-

tions to the clari� cation of some basic but polymorphic fact.13

That basic polymorphic fact is the intrinsic dialectic of our own in-
tentional consciousness. Lonergan’s aim is to show that any theory of 
knowledge has a great in� uence on the various possible metaphysical 
and ethical theories and also on theological research. He formulates 
his theory upon that very principle: “Positions invite development and 
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counterpositions invite reversal.”14 This means that what is coherent 
with the dynamism of our consciousness leads us to develop our re-
search beyond all that we have attained in our cognitive development. 
On the contrary, the lack of coherence—especially towards intelligent 
activities aiming at understanding and judgment – leads the intelligent 
and reasonable researcher to introduce such coherence into the coun-
ter-positions. A clarifying example of what I have just said is the Car-
tesian dualism between res cogitans and res extensa. While the former is a 
fundamental position opening on one’s own self, on thinking and on be-
ing, the latter is a counter-position, as far as it identi� es corporal being 
with extension— a dimension of the “already-now-there-out-real”—
and invites reversal, that is, the correction of the misunderstanding in-
volved in the counter-position.

5. The Theory of Philosophical Di� erences

According to the degree of personal self-appropriation of the three fun-
damental levels of cognitive operations—today made more complete 
and precise by the development of human sciences and psychology 
and by a greater di� erentiation of socio-cultural consciousness—we 
are now able to order the numerous and di� erent philosophies and to 
point out their di� erences. So, Lonergan traces a theory of the philo-
sophic di� erences,15 dividing the di� erent philosophies into three main 
groups, each of them being organized on one of the three levels of the 
human knowledge.

In order not to misunderstand such a subdivision, it is necessary 
to remember that the three levels are always spontaneously operative 
in all � elds of knowledge—common sense, human and cultural stud-
ies, the sciences, philosophy, theology—but they are given a di� erent 
emphasis according to the type and purpose of each particular � eld of 
knowledge. In the � eld of the arts and literature the level of experience 
is the most relevant. In the � eld of mathematics and the sciences it is the 
intellectual level that plays the most important role for it enables us to 
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reach an insight from any possible amount of sensory data or of images. 
In the philosophical domain the most relevant is—or ought to be—the 
re� ective–rational level, that is, the skill of judging reality in the midst 
of a number of insights and conceptual assumptions. It is the third level, 
in fact, that controls the other two: many experiences (a � ow of experi-
ences) are needed to obtain one insight; and many insights are neces-
sary to come to a true judgment. Therefore, it is the rational level of 
judgment that emerges in philosophy as the key level, especially if we 
assume that philosophy and metaphysics in particular has to do with 
the notion of the real. Nevertheless, and here emerges the sense of “the 
theory of the philosophical di� erences,” each philosopher, or scientist, 
or man of letters, or even each person of common sense can organized 
his or her life mainly on one or other of those three levels. It means 
that the three di� erent cognitive levels will characterize three di� erent 
groups of philosophies.

In the � rst group, philosophy is organized according to the degree 
of self-appropriation on the empirical level of one’s own self as an ex-
periencing subject. These philosophies emphasize experience, sensory 
data, all that is empirically veri� able and measurable and the practical 
comparison of theories. In this group, we can recognize the follow-
ing: ancient atomism; all materialistic and sensory philosophies, both 
ancient and modern; empiricism; positivism; neo-positivism; pragma-
tism; and modernism.

In the second group, philosophy is organized according to a degree 
of self-appropriation on the intellectual level, of intelligence combined 
with experience, of the self-appropriation of one’s own self as of one 
who understands. All these philosophies are characterized by a more 
articulated theory of knowledge, a theory that acknowledges a more 
important role to the intellectual side of knowing Here we can rec-
ognize all sorts of Platonic, Aristotelian, Kantian, idealistic, relativistic 
and essentialist philosophies.

In the third group, philosophy is organized according to a self-appro-
priation at the rational level, that is, at the level of one’s own ability to 
judge according to the ability of the subject and the possibilities of a given 
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age and culture. Here are grouped together all realist philosophies, namely 
all those philosophies assuming reality as “what is known” when one truly reality as “what is known” when one truly reality
states “This is,” that is, when one arrives at a true rational judgment.

Inside the previous groupings there are further nuances. In par-
ticular, such philosophical di� erences may extend to the whole of life 
through the three levels of the good: the particular good, the good of 
order and value. These correspond to the three levels of value estab-
lished by Kierkegaard: aesthetic value, ethical value and religious value; 
here we can specify three spheres of individual subjectivity, and three 
di� erent types of horizons. Moreover, the distinction among philoso-
phies can a� ect the social-cultural sphere, so that we can now identify 
three di� erent cultural stages. The � rst stage is the stage of sensate cul-
ture, where attention is centered on particular goods that are related 
to the experimental level. The second stage is the sphere of an ideal-
istic culture centered on the level of the good of order, a stage which 
therefore implies the centrality of intelligent understanding. The third 
stage is an ideational culture that is based on the centrality of values 
and, therefore, requires the recognition of the critical ability of to make 
judgments upon reality.16

To conclude, as we can attain the metaphysical analysis of a particular 
being and its components starting from self-appropriation, so it is possi-
ble to � nd all the categories to characterize di� erent philosophies accord-categories to characterize di� erent philosophies accord-categories
ing to their level and historic period and also di� erent cultures according 
to di� erent levels in the development of their self-appropriation.

The above mentioned categories supply a sort of “upper blade” for 
the study of history, of philosophy, of cultures and literatures, and also 
for hermeneutics and the theory of interpretation. There is also “the 
lower blade” constituted by the factual e� ort to understand what the 
philosopher assumed and also the meaning of the words he used in the 
time and place where he lived and spoke. Against a purely positivist 
approach emphasizing the merely factual, Lonergan in chapter 17 of 
Insight traces the categories of a scienti� c hermeneutics, and brings that 
work to fruition in Method in Theology. First of all, he remarks that the 
basis of such hermeneutics is that all documents and monuments of the 
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past are only sensible signs of a particular order. Any intelligibility we 
can attribute to these signs lies within the interpreter and depends on 
his or her capacity to interpret. What is “out-there” only supplies a cri-
terion for the publication of documents or photographs of inscriptions 
on old monuments and sarcophagi. It is not, then, through the mini-
mum possible e� ort to understand that we succeed in understanding 
the ancient philosophers and protagonists correctly; we can reach such 
a goal only if we try to understand as seriously as possible. Furthermore, 
we must not be afraid of our “prejudices.” Whoever has emerged from 
childhood has some development of understanding and the only way to 
eliminate ideas would be to return to one’ own childhood. Rather, the 
proper way to understand the task of interpretation is to develop our own 
intelligence as much as possible: 

Interpretation of the past is the recovery of the viewpoint of 

the past; and that recovery, as opposed to mere subjective pro-

jections, can be reached only by grasping exactly what a view-

point is, how viewpoints develop, what dialectical laws govern 

their historical unfolding.17

If we increase the dialectical comprehension that lies within our-
selves and come to know ourselves more deeply, we shall have a better 
chance of understanding the other and we shall be able to move from 
the present into the past and so succeed in understanding ancient cul-
tures and philosophies.

The theory of philosophical di� erences is important because it 
explains that just as there are di� erences between naïve realists, em-
piricists, positivists, idealists, phenomenologists and critical realists, 
so such epistemological di� erences also in� uence those who make use 
of hermeneutics and historical criticism, the interpretative techniques 
most in fashion today. While explaining the role of the human sciences 
and their relation to philosophy, Lonergan refers to the theses he had 
already expounded in Method in Theology and saysMethod in Theology and saysMethod in Theology : 
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There exist scienti� c techniques to be followed in works of in-

terpretation and in the writing of history; but these techniques 

do not preclude di� erences arising from the philosophic, ethi-

cal, and religious views of those that employ them; hence inter-

pretation and history have to be regarded as functional special-

ties to be completed by such further specialties as dialectic and 

foundations in which radical di� erences can be dealt with, not 

indeed automatically but at least openly and clearheadedly.18

Even if the passage refers to the application of transcendental meth-
od to theological research, the meaning of the quotation is clear enough. 
Lonergan accepts hermeneutics and the historical critical method but 
only after a prior serious analysis of the presuppositions and epistemol-
ogy of the interpreters and historians.

Such a project allows Lonergan to escape from the charges of relativ-
ism and historicism.19 In fact, historic relativism (for instance, that of Tro-
eltsch) is the fruit of an epistemological inadequacy. On the contrary, 

…truths that are not eternal are relative, not to a place and 

time, but to the context of a place and time; but such contexts 

are related to one another; history includes the study of such 

relations; in the light of history it becomes possible to trans-

pose from one context to another; by such transpositions one 

reaches a truth that extends over places and times.20

So, through the important notion of “transposition,” Lonergan over-
comes the charges of being a relativist and, at the same time, he does 
not deny the positive achievements of the historical method itself.

6. Conclusions

Of course there are many more aspects to deal with in regard to the tran-
scendental method and its relation to the speci� c method of philosophy, 
but the limits of the present report compel us to reach a conclusion.
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With transcendental method Lonergan appeals to our inner personal 
experience to analyze the structures of our conscious intentional cogni-
tive operations. In doing so, he leads us to conceive philosophy as the 
knowledge of that particular � eld of meaning which is human interior-
ity. At the same time, however, he assumes that such a philosophy (a 
compound of theory of knowledge, epistemology and metaphysics) is 
not su�  cient, but needs to be supplemented with a “philosophy of ac-
tion,” able to integrate both the a� ective and moral dimension when 
man deliberates, evaluates, makes decisions, and � nally acts. 

It is on this level that people move from unauthenticity to au-

thenticity; it is on this level that they decide to believe; it is at 

the root of this level that God’s love � oods their hearts through 

the gift of the Holy Spirit (Rm. 5:5).21

So philosophy is conceived as “an exercise of wisdom” and a way of 
living, in which knowledge is not an abstract practice made of concepts 
and ideas, but is an e� ective desire to know what things really are and 
what is worth doing. 

To cope with the development of knowledge due to an ever-grow-
ing di� erentiation of the individual and the collective (socio-cultural) 
consciousness, the task of philosophy based on the transcendental 
method consists in trying to integrate all these various areas.22 The inte-
gration we are dealing with here implies an e� ort to organize the di� er-
ent � elds of meaning of human knowing into a comprehensive uni� ed 
vision. This is neither the task of common sense, nor the task of either 
the natural sciences or the human sciences. In fact, all of them, before 
being integrated, must be su�  ciently di� erentiated as to their speci� c 
methods and classi� cations. Integration, therefore, is an operation that 
can be performed only by an individual who has attained a remarkable 
critical ability. That is to say, integration will be the task of a self-appro-
priated subject who has become aware of his conscious operations and 
who knows him or herself as a “knower.” Such a person is the philoso-
pher who has learned – thanks to the results of epistemology and of the 
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theory of knowledge – how to attain metaphysics as a possible discourse 
on the whole of human knowledge. Here the e� ort toward integration 
is an e� ort of collaboration carried out together with many other spe-
cialists. So philosophy will again � nd its own proper role after having 
seen that role usurped by the human sciences or reduced to the purely 
rhetorical or to “an analysis of the language.” It is no longer philosophy 
as “the � rst science” (scientia prima) but rather a “generalist philosophy,” 
able to respect the autonomy of all other sciences and, at the same time, 
to integrate all their most up-to-date contributions about the world and 
the human person. 

I think it is signi� cant that, for Lonergan, a fully complete “science 
of man” means the integration of most of the sciences: from the phe-
nomenological analysis of human person’s living experience with its 
di� erent kinds of activities and patterns of experience, to psychology 
and psychoanalysis with the discovery of the unconscious and the clas-
si� cation of sensitive and a� ective aspects; to the historical sciences and 
cultural studies, hermeneutics, the biological sciences, neuroscience, 
cognitive sciences informing us about human dimensions which are 
constitutive but only assumed by philosophers; to the physical-cosmo-
logical sciences that allow us to put the human person within an inter-
esting cosmological story (the anthropological hypothesis); to religious 
studies and the history of religions.

Finally, Lonergan’s methodological proposal is also useful for a bal-
anced view of the various areas of knowledge, where each area has its 
own place and legitimacy, its value and limits, and at the same time, 
is given the possibility of becoming connected and integrated with all 
other areas. As a theologian, Lonergan pointed to two other contribu-
tions o� ered as philosophical knowledge: the necessity of a philosophy 
of religion to support and integrate the di� erent branches of religious 
studies (history of religions, phenomenology of religions, psychology 
and sociology of religion) and the importance of the history of philosophy
in order to understand the preliminary remarks of the Fathers of the 
Church and other theologians, and also to underline the philosophi-
cal sources of some of the misunderstandings or inadequacies which 
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have caused theological failures. In fact, through dialectics you can also 
elaborate a theory of the theological di� erences and a dialectical his-
tory of theology. As a matter of fact, if transcendental method draws 
our attention to the structure of human authenticity, that is, a structure 
based on the four fundamental precepts independent of cultural di� er-
ences (Be attentive! Be intelligent! Be reasonable! Be responsible!), the 
realization of such a structure in a “knowing subject” (a philosopher, a 
theologian, a scientist, etc.) depends on certain social conditions and 
his or her cultural tradition. It is therefore necessary to add a � fth tran-
scendental precept to the previous four and that is: “Acknowledge your 
historicity!”23 After all, Lonergan’s whole intellectual undertaking has 
been an e� ort to introduce into theology the historical dimension of 
the human person, a dimension that the modern human sciences have 
clearly highlighted. 
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