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The medieval problem: intentionality
The medievals both broadened and focussed the problem, extending it to thoughts, linguistic signs and
even (the contents of) the knowledge of God, but also concentrated largely on the change in the perceiver
rather than its efficient cause.

Perler ( : – ) speaks of a confluence of the following traditions, which all came to center on “intentio”:

• The interpretation of theDe Anima claim that perception of a is the taking in of the form of a without
its matter. Albert the Great claims that the form (ie. a colour, a sound) is taken in not in its ‘material
being’ (esse materiale), but in its ‘spiritual being’ (esse spirituale), or rather just its intentio, which, with
Aquinas, became the claim that the form has ‘intentional being’ in the soul.

• The interpretation of the De Interpretatione claim that spoken and written words are signs for ‘impres-
sions in the soul’ (passiones animae), which are themselves representations of external things, identified
with the ‘words in the heart’ (verba in corde) that Augustine had claimed to be prior to spoken or
written words, and which were – via the arabic translations of al-Farabi – translated as ‘intentiones’.

• The interpretation of the ‘perspectivalist’ tradition of optics, which explains visual perception by the
transportation, normally through air, of so-called ‘species in medio’, which Roger Bacon claimed to
be ‘intentiones’ of the thing itself which have ‘weaker being’.

• The interpretation of Augustine’s claim that God foreknows in virtue of having eternal ideas which
(only) have an ‘intelligible’ or ‘intentional’ mode of being.

The species theory, most clearly in Aquinas, sides with the ‘spiritualist’ interpretation of Aristotle:

Est autem duplex immutatio: una naturalis, et alia spiritualis. Naturalis quidem, secundum
quod forma immutantis recipitur in immutato secundum esse naturale, sicut calor in cale-
facto. Spiritualis autem, secundum quod forma immutantis recipitur in immutato secundum
esse spirituale; ut forma coloris in pupilla, qua not fit per hoc colorata. Ad operationem autem
sensus requiritur immutatio spiritualis, per quam intentio formae sensibilis fiat in organo sen-
sus. Alioquin, si sola immutatio naturalis sufficeret ad sentiendum, omnia corpora naturalia
sentirent dum alterantur. (ST, I, q. , art. , corp.)
Es gibt aber eine zweifache Veränderung: eine natürliche und eine geistige. Eine natürliche er-
folgt, wenn die Form desVeränderndenmit einemnatürlichen Sein imVeränderten aufgenom-
men wird, so wie die Hitze im Erhitzten aufgenommen wird. Eine geistige aber erfolgt, wenn
die Form des Verändernden mit einem geistigen Sein im Veränderten aufgenommen wird,
so wie die Form der Farbe in der Pupille aufgenommen wird, die ja dadurch nicht gefärbt
wird. Für die Tätigkeit des Wahrnehmungssinns ist aber eine geistige Veränderung erforder-
lich, durch die eine Intention der wahrnehmbaren Form im Wahrnehmungsorgan entsteht.
Andernfalls, wenn eine natürliche Veränderung allein zum Wahrnehmen genügte, würden



alle natürlichen Körper wahrnehmen, solange sie verändert werden. (translation by Perler
( : ))

Aquinas’ central claim is that cognition is assimilation: “…omnis cognitio est per assimilationem scientis
ad scitum” (De veritate, q. , art. ). By ‘assimilating’ itself to its object, the intellect does not leave the
mental realm, however. It replicates mind-independent reality, but does not literally become it. Its reality
is the replicated one, intentionality (being directed towards, referring to) becomes self-reference, cognition
becomes self-knowledge:

“…intelligibile in actu est intellectus in actu” (ST I, q. , art. , corp)
“…intellectum in actu est intellectus in actu…” (ST I, q. , art. , ad )

For there to be cognition, three conditions are individually necessary and jointly sufficient:

doubling of forms whatever cognises has two forms: its own and the form of that which it cognises;
intentional being the form that is ‘taken up’ in cognition has a special way of being: esse intentionale or

esse spirituale, as opposed to esse naturale;
perception by the organ the form must be taken up by something that is naturally perceiving;

What I find striking here is that the direction of explanation is completely reversed: rather than starting
with a special type of mind-independent objects (proper sensibles) and explain perception as what is natu-
rally relative to them, we start with an independently demarcated class of beings – minds – and ask how
they may be perceptive of other things, i.e. what it is for them to have intentional states. Among these
things – assuming they have the right organs and are capable of receiving ‘extra’ forms –, the question of
intentionality becomes the question what it takes for some form to have spiritual/intentional being.

It is with respect to the contrast between ‘natural’ and spiritual/intentional being that different senses are
distinguished: the less ‘natural’ change some sense undergoes in cognising, the ‘higher’ it is.

How did this change occur?

The ‘spiritual’ or ‘intentional’ mode of being is then characterised as relational:

Unter dem natürlichen Sein ist die Existenzweise zu verstehen, die ein Engel an sich hat, unab-
hängig von irgendeiner kognitiven Relation zu etwas anderem. Im Gegensatz dazu ist unter
dem geistigen Sein jene Existenzweise zu verstehen, die ein Engel hat, insofern er von einem
anderen Engel mit Hilfe einer Species erkannt wird, also die Existenzweise in einer kognitiven
Relation zu etwas anderem. Kurz gesagt: Der Engel hat an sich immaterielles und natürliches
Sein; in einer kognitiven Relation hat er im- materielles und geistiges Sein. (Perler : )

Relationality is then ascribed to what is cognised, as that which is taken up is relative to what is taking it
up.

Here we have a complete reversal of the Aristotelian picture: it is not sight that is relative to colours, but
colours that are said to be relative to sight!

. ST I, q. , art. I, corp.: “…cognoscentia a non cognoscentibus in hoc distinguuntur, quia non cognoscentia nihil habent nisi
formam suam tantum; sed cognoscens natum est habere formam etiam rei alterius…”

. Sentencia libri De anima II, : “…et ideo forma recipitur in paciente sine materia in quantum paciens assimilatur agenti secundum
formam et non secundum materiam; et per hunc modum sensus recipit formam sine materia, quia alterius modi esse habet forma
in sensu et in re sensibili: nam in re sensibili habet esse naturale, in sensu autem habet esse intentionale siue spirituale.”

. Sentencia libri De anima II, : “…odorare est sic pati aliquid ab odore quod senciat odorem, aer autem non sic patitur ut senciat,
quia non habet potenciam sensitivam, set sic patitur ut sit sensibilis, in quantum scilicet est medium in sensu.”



The main theses
King ( ) distinguishes four theses about representationalism discussed in the Middle Ages:

. Conformality: The mental representation and the represented have the same form.

. Likeness: The mental representation resembles, or is a likeness, of the represented item.

. Causal covariance: The mental representation is caused by the represented item.

. Sign: The mental representation signifies the represented item.

To explain the non-symmetry of representation, conformality theory needs additional resources: the most
promising such account – Aquinas’: that it’s the mode of the form’s presence that makes the difference –
says that the form is present in the intellect ‘spiritually’ or ‘intellectually’, ie. without being the form of it –
as it is present e.g. in the intervening air. Aquinas also bites the bullet to say that the air really ‘is perceptive
of ’ the colour.

Duns Scotus’ version of the conformality account holds that the form that is the thinking (an accident
of the intellect) is not the same as the form that determines what the thinking is about (by conformality),
but is directed at or includes the latter. The act/content distinction he thus introduces is between the
‘subjectively’ present (accident of) thinking and the ‘objectively’ present external form. But what is these
esse objectivum (or esse representativum, esse deminutum) forms of external things have when they are in our minds?

Likeness can either be taken literal or pictorial: in the first sense, it amounts to sameness of quality, and
makes the soul literally coloured; in the second sense, it presupposes an account of representation by
pictures: what aspects of the pictures are taken to represent aspects of the thing pictured? Introducing
(primitive?) correspondence rules will not help:

When a transformation-rule is applied to some item, the result is, ideally, something with
features that systematically correspond to properties of the original item. What is it that such
transformation-rule preserves? Well, the natural answer is: form. (Nowadays, people say ‘struc-
ture’ but that’s an acceptable translation of forma.)” (King : )

Ockham realised, however, that even isomorphism + conformity will not help with the singularity of rep-
resentation: “Ockham’s point is that images, conscious or not, are by their nature applicable to many –
that the correspondence-rules aren’t guaranteed to have unique inverses (i.e. the rules don’t in general
yield one-to-one mappings).” (King : )

The causal covariance account needs to be supplemented by the ‘sign’ account to provide determinate
enough contents. Their combination yields a “mediaeval version of functionalism, the idea that determi-
nate content is fully specified by inputs (covariance) and outputs (linguistic role)”, where this is taken to be
their place in the general categories of a mental language. Once the mental language and its network is
in place, there is no need for intelligible species any more: mental representation can just be the mental
events themselves.
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