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W HENEVER I cross the street I
first look to the left and then to the right
and if I throw an object it will drop
down eventually. These are common-
places on which we agree. But do we all
agree on them? For the inhabitants of
the British Isles, for example, a first look
to the left when crossing the street can
be a fatal experiment. If I throw an
object into outer space, it will not fall,
but will flow. Just as there are com-
monplaces in everyday life, such as the
abovementioned ones, there are com-
monplaces in philosophy. One such
instance finds its origin in 1874, when
Franz Clemens Brentano, who was try-
ing to get a job at Vienna University,
was writing:

Every mental phenomenon is char-
acterized by what the Scholastics of
the Middle Ages called the inten-
tional (or mental) inexistence of an
object, and what we might call,
though not wholly unambiguously,

“The angel is himself 
a subsisting form in his
natural being; but his
species in the intellect of
another angel is not so, 
for there it possesses only 
an intelligible existence.”
(Thomas Aquinas)
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reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be under-
stood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental phe-
nomenon includes something as object within itself, although they do not all do
so in the same way. In presentation something is presented, in judgment some-
thing is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired and
so on. This intentional in-existence is characteristic exclusively of mental phe-
nomena. No physical phenomenon exhibits anything like it. We can, therefore,
define mental phenomena by saying that they are those phenomena which con-
tain an object intentionally within themselves.1

Reading this often quoted passage one can extract at least two ideas: that inten-
tionality is the mark of the mental, and that the historical source of this notion
is medieval, and it can be traced as far back as Thomas Aquinas, whose name
is indeed mentioned by Brentano in a footnote.2 Despite the fact that the Brentanian
reading of this aspect of medieval philosophy is not necessarily the correct one,
the idea that for medieval philosophers in general, and for Thomas Aquinas in
particular, intentionality is the mark of the cognitive3 has become a commonplace
in philosophy. Generally, Franz Brentano’s thesis is not questioned when it comes
to its scholastic roots, and, even more, distinguished scholars such as John Haldane,
Anthony Lisska, Anthony Kenny, or Dominik Perler, consider it to be justified.
According to this classical line of reasoning, for Aquinas, esse intentionale is the
mark of the cognitive. Usually the Thomist scholars ground their definition of
the cognitive criteria on Aquinas’s distinction between esse naturale and esse inten-
tionale. In this article I intend to challenge this classical reading of Aquinas by
stressing the importance of esse immateriale for defining a knower as opposed
to a non-knower.

Before going into detail about what Aquinas states related to the mark of
the cognitive, I shall briefly return to Brentano’s words. When he speaks of men-
tal or psychical phenomena, he has in mind three classes of phenomena: repre-
sentations, judgments and emotions. The last two classes are derived from the
first class, meaning that judgments and emotions are based on representations.
In other words, for forming a judgment a subject and a predicate are first need-
ed. Let us take the case of the judgment “‘S is P’ is true,” where S is Socrates
and P is white. In order for someone to utter the sentence “Socrates is white,”
he or she needs to know first who and what Socrates and whiteness are, and that
white really corresponds to Socrates. All these pieces of information are found with
the help of representations. In Aquinas’s terminology, the predicative level (judg-
ments) is always grounded on the categorial one (representations). Before
uttering any sentences, regardless of their form, their parts need to be cog-
nized, and this can be achieved at the first cognitive level, the categorial one. The
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categorial level of being is nothing but the level of the ten Aristotelian categories.
Brentano’s third class of phenomena is that of emotions, which are intentional
because are about something which is firstly perceived with the help of a rep-
resentation. As a matter of fact, the reduction of the three classes of phenome-
na to one is what helps Brentano solve the difficulties related to the non-inten-
tional feature of some mental states such as pains, itches or elation. The Brentanian
answer is that all mental states are intentional on account of their being ground-
ed on representations, which are always intentional. The difference between psy-
chical and physical phenomena is not only the fact that psychical phenomena have
an intentional existence, but also the fact that psychical phenomena have a
content which is always given in someone’s consciousness. 

From the often quoted passage of intentionality it would seem that Brentano
has acquired his idea about the importance of intentionality for the domain of
the mental from Aquinas: “Thomas von Aquin lehrt, das Gedachte sei intentional
in dem Denkenden, der Gegenstand der Liebe in dem Liebenden, das Begehrte
in dem Begehrenden . . .”4 If things are like that, one should be able to find in
Thomas Aquinas’ texts some evidence in favor of the idea that intentionality is
the mark of the cognitive. And this evidence can indeed be found, at least accord-
ing to some interpreters. But before giving all the details about this topic, let
us see what Aquinas understands by mental, physical or cognitive phenomena.
If someone takes into account all three classes of phenomena mentioned by Franz
Brentano, representations, judgments and emotions, their Thomist equivalent
would be the acts involved in sensorial, intellective cognition, and, respectively,
emotions. For the purposes of this article an analysis of the first two types of phe-
nomena, sensorial and intellective cognition, would suffice. 

Cognition is a complex mechanism for Thomas Aquinas, one that is put
into motion by the species (forms) of the hylomorphic extra-mental objects, which
are nothing more than the bearers of the informational content of objects, which
help the informational content of objects to travel from the object to the cog-
nitive subject. The species carrying the informational content has to stop in
several locations before converting its load from potentially intelligible (know-
able) to actually intelligible, and this before its load is shaped by the intellec-
tive cognitive faculties, the active and the passive intellect. Only after stopping
in all locations and after being shaped by each of the intermediary faculties (exter-
nal and internal senses, intellectual faculties) a subject can be said to cognize
the essence of the object by forming in itself a mental word, the definition of
the object, which will later be uttered by a spoken word. Thus, for Thomas Aquinas
mental or cognitive phenomena range from sensorial phenomena, such as the act
of smelling, touching, seeing, etc., to intellectual phenomena. Though we can,
in a certain manner, speak of a superimposition of terms, the Thomist intellec-
tive cognition is broader than Franz Brentano’s class of judgments in which some-

64 • TRANSYLVANIAN REVIEW • VOL. XXIII, NO. 1 (SPRING 2014)



thing is affirmed or denied. For Thomas Aquinas the intellective cognition has
two operations: 

(a) the formation of the mental words or concepts and the actual understanding
of the essences of the hylomorphic extra-mental objects (the categorial sense and
level of being);

(b) the use of concepts in spoken language for forming judgments (the
predicative sense and level of being). 

Now that the general framework has been introduced, I shall commence
my demonstration of the thesis that for Thomas Aquinas intentionality is not the
mark of the cognitive, by presenting the classical reading of this problem and the
passages on which is built. According to this line of reasoning, the difference
between a knower and a non-knower lies in the capability of the first to pos-
sess, apart from its form, the form of another, in an intentional way. Let us see,
for the beginning, how some of the defenders of the classical reading interpret
intentionality as the mark of the cognitive.

According to Aquinas, when I think of redness, what makes my thought be a
thought of redness is the form of redness. When I think of a horse, similarly, it
is the form of horse which makes the thought be a thought of a horse and not of
a cow. What makes the thought of a horse the thought of a horse is the same thing
as makes a real horse a horse: namely, the form of horse. The form exists, indi-
vidualized and enmattered, in the real horse; it exists, immaterial and uni-
versal, in my mind. In the one case it has esse naturale, existence in nature; in
the mind it has a different kind of existence, esse intentionale.5

Aquinas’s view was that what makes your thought of a goat a thought of a
goat was the very same thing that makes a goat a goat: namely, the occurrence
of the form of a goat. But the form of goat is instantiated in your mind in a
different way from the way it is instantiated in an actual goat: in an actual goat,
the form has esse naturale (natural existence), while in the thought of a goat,
the form has esse intentionale (intentional existence).6

Thus a cat and the idea of a cat differ not in nature, that is catness in both cases,
but in modes of the exemplification of this nature. Felix instantiates (or better,
from the point of view of avoiding Platonism, actualises a case of) felinity in
esse naturale, and in my thinking of him actualises the very same form (qua
universal) in esse intentionale.7

What these scholars seem to suggest is that while a horse, a goat or a cat are
instantiated in nature with esse naturale, in the mind of a knower they have esse
intentionale. From this differentiation, one can easily draw the conclusion that
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esse intentionale is the mark of the cognitive. What are the grounds on which
this reading is based? What are the steps someone needs to take in order to
reach the same conclusion as the aforementioned one? Just as the intentionali-
ty passage from Brentano is largely known, so is a certain passage from Thomas
Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae when it comes to the definition of a cognizer: “To
prove this, we must note that knowers are distinguished from non-knowers in
that the latter possess only their own form; whereas the knower is naturally adapt-
ed to have also the form of some other thing; for the species of the thing
known is in the knower. Hence it is manifest that the nature of a non-knower
is more contracted and limited; whereas the nature of a knower has a greater
amplitude and extension.”8

The passage clearly shows that a knower has the ability to possess the form
of another, and it has a greater amplitude and extension than a non-knower.
But by saying this we do not say much, because not only a man can have, apart
from his or her form, the form of another, but also material objects can have
the form of another. Let us take an example. Suppose I have in front of me a sheet
of paper. When I write something on it with a pen, it acquires the form of the
ink which is transferred from the pen to the paper. But surely there must be a dif-
ference between the written paper and the mind of a knower, despite the fact that
they both have the form of another and they both seem to have expanded their
initial state. And indeed there is one difference, the fact that the paper receives
the form of the ink in a material manner, with its esse materiale, while the mind
of the knower receives the form of the known object in an immaterial way. In
order to avoid such counterintuitive instances, where a piece of paper can be mis-
taken for a knower, Thomas Aquinas introduces the distinction between differ-
ent types of existence a form can have, according to its different recipients.

I answer that, while it is true that every recipient receives a form from an
agent, there are different ways of receiving form. Form received in a patient from
an agent sometimes has the same mode of existence in the recipient as in the agent;
which occurs when the patient is disposed to the form in the same way as the agent.
For whatever is received is received into the being of the recipient; so that, if the
recipient is disposed as the agent is, the form comes to be in the recipient in the
manner in which it exists in the agent. And in this case the form is not impart-
ed without the matter. For although the numerically one and the same division
of matter that is in the agent does not become the recipient’s, the latter becomes,
in a way, the same as the material agent, inasmuch as it acquires a material dis-
position like that which was in the agent. And it is in this way that air receives
the influence of fire, and any other passive thing in Nature the action that alters
its natural quality. Sometimes, however, the recipient receives the form into a
mode of existence other than that which the form has in the agent; when, that
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is, the recipient’s material disposition to receive form does not resemble the
material disposition in the agent. In these cases the form is taken into the recip-
ient ‘without matter,’ the recipient being assimilated to the agent in respect of
form and not in respect of matter. And it is thus that a sense receives form
without matter, the form having, in the sense, a different mode of being from that
which it has in the object sensed. In the latter it has a natural mode of being, but
in the sense, an intentional and spiritual mode.9

Sometimes a form has the same way of existence in the receiver and in the
agent, and some other times it has a different mode of existence. In the latter
case, the form is taken without matter, in an intentional and spiritual (immate-
rial) way. Aquinas ends this passage with the same distinction between esse nat-
urale and esse intentionale that Kenny, Haldane or Crane were talking about. A
knower seems to differ from a non-knower not only in that a knower has besides
his or her form the form of another, but also in that the taking of a form is inten-
tional. This is why a piece of paper can never be considered a good candidate
for a knower, because it can only receive the form of another in a material,
non-intentional way. About “taking the form of another without matter,” Anthony
Lisska, another proponent of the classical reading, says that it is “the cash value
of esse intentionale in Thomas.”10 In other words, the distinction between esse
intentionale and esse naturale marks the boundary between mental or cognitive
and physical or non-cognitive. Lisska sees in this distinction, just as one might
expect, an agreement with Brentano’s distinction between mental or intention-
al states and physical states. For Lisska, the esse intentionale is, in Aquinas’s the-
ory of cognition, “the cognitive content of an act of awareness . . . which depends
on an ontological ability of a knower to attain knowledge states.”11 Let us take
one more look at how the definition of a cognizer is described by Dominik Perler,
a defender of the same reading: “Eine Entität X ist genau dann kognitiv, (i) wenn
sie imstande ist, die Form einer Entität Y ohne die Materie mit intentionalem
Sein aufzunehmen und in sich zu haben, und (ii) wenn sie ein natürliches Vermögen
hat, die Form zu erfassen.”12 Again, the cognitive criterion seems to be the nat-
ural ability of a receiver to take on the form of another in an intentional way. 

A QUINAS WOULD probably agree with Brentano that intentionality is the
mark of the cognitive, if understood in terms of a form carrying an infor-
mational content, but would he agree with the fact that intentionality

is the decisive criterion which marks the boundary between cognitive and non-
cognitive? Maybe we can find help in a passage where Aquinas describes the man-
ner in which an angel cognizes another angel. It is worth mentioning that this
passage is of importance for the advocates of the classical reading, being con-
sidered the key passage on which the esse naturale–esse intentionale distinction is
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grounded: “One angel knows another by the species of such angel existing in
his intellect, which differs from the angel whose image it is, not according to
material and immaterial nature, but according to natural and intentional exis-
tence. The angel is himself a subsisting form in his natural being; but his species
in the intellect of another angel is not so, for there it possesses only an intelli-
gible existence. As the form of color on the wall has a natural existence; but, in
the deferent medium, it has only intentional existence.”13

What is Aquinas stating here? That it is in the nature of an angel (esse natu-
rale) to be immaterial (esse immateriale), and when an angel knows another angel
the species (informational content) of the known angel is in the knower in an
intentional way (esse intentionale). For a better grasp of the difference between
the various modes of existence, natural, material, immaterial and intentional,
allow me to take an example. A tree cannot but exist in a material way in nature,
therefore its natural existence (esse naturale) is a material one (esse materiale),
but the essence of the tree exists in the mind of a human cognizer, according
to the classical reading, in an intentional way (esse intentionale). Therefore,
even if the mind itself has an immaterial way of being (esse immateriale), when
it knows the form of the tree, it takes on its form in an intentional way (esse inten-
tionale). Angels are by nature immaterial, just as our intellects, and therefore their
natural way of being (esse naturale) is immaterial. When an angel knows anoth-
er angel, the form of the known angel is in the knower in an immaterial and inten-
tional way (esse immateriale and esse intentionale). Thus, in a way, the distinc-
tion between non-cognitive and cognitive seems to be, from the point of view of
the classical reading, the esse intentionale, since immateriality is only circum-
stantial if we take into account the fact that the passage speaks about angelic cog-
nition. The proponents of the classical reading appear to be right. If one wants
to identify something as a knower, as a subject endowed with cognitive faculties,
all it has to do is look for the presence of esse intentionale.

But should this really suffice? We have noticed thus far that a form can have
an intentional existence in the senses and in the intellect, and this alone can be
read as an agreement between Brentano and Aquinas. However, for a form to
pass from one extreme, the material compound, to the other, the intentional form
in the mind of the knower, it needs to pass through a medium.14 Let us see in
what terms Aquinas talks about the medium of cognition:

Now because of the different nature (ratio) of the transparent in a transpar-
ent medium, the medium receives the form of a color in a mode that is differ-
ent from the mode in which it exists in the colored body, where there is a bound-
ed transparent, as will be said below; for actualities are in receivers according
to the mode of the latter. Thus color is in a colored body as a quality complete
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in its natural being, but it is in the medium incompletely, according to an inten-
tional being. Otherwise something black and something white could not be
seen through the same medium. For whiteness and blackness cannot simulta-
neously be in the same thing as forms complete in their natural being, but
with respect to the above-mentioned incomplete being they do exist in the same
thing: for this mode of being, because of its imperfection, approaches the mode
by which something exists in something else in potentiality, and opposites are simul-
taneously in potentiality in the same thing.15

As the form of color on the wall has a natural existence; but, in the deferent medi-
um, it has only intentional existence.16

It follows that a form exists completely in a natural way, and incompletely in
an intentional way. As one may notice, a form can exist intentionally not only
in the senses or in the intellect, but also in the medium between the object and
the senses. According to the classical reading, what manifests esse intentionale bears
the mark of the cognitive. But, in this case is the air a cognitive subject? What
and how does the air know? Even if Thomas Aquinas agrees with understand-
ing intentionality as the bearer of an informational content, as the representation
of a piece of information, he most certainly disagrees with the limitation of the
domain of intentionality to the realm of the cognitive. Otherwise he would
not talk about forms having an intentional mode of existence in the medium.

But what is the mark of the cognitive, if it is not intentionality? Before
going any further, allow me to sum up the different types of existence a form can
have, with the help of a table:
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A B C D 

Esse naturale Esse 
materiale 

Esse 
intentionale 

Esse 
immateriale 
(spirituale) 

1. The form of redness  
on a wall 

(x)x (x)x   

2. The form of redness  
in the air 

(x) (x) x x 

3. The form of redness  
in the eyes of a knower (x) (x) x x 

4. The form of redness  
in the mind of a knower 

(x)  x (x)x 

5. The form of an angel  
as such 

(x)   (x) 

6. The form of an angel  
in an angel knower 

(x)  x (x)x 

 

 

    
   
    

 

      
   

     

    
   

a     
   
  

    
       

     
      

    
      

     
    

 



In the above table (X) represents the form of the receiver, be it knower or non-
knower, and X stands for the mode of existence a form has in the receiver. With
the help of this table we can effortlessly notice that the natural existence of a form
refers to the way in which the form of an object exists as such in the object: a
wall is material, therefore its esse naturale will be a material one, but the esse
naturale of the human or angelic mind, since they have an immaterial disposi-
tion, will be immaterial. The case of air, or any medium for that matter, is con-
troversial, as we have observed before, because it can lead to some strange con-
clusions about the cognitive realm. Thus, some answers are required at this point.
How is it possible for something immaterial to exist in something material? How
come a color can exist immaterially in the air, which is material? To understand
this we can take an example. When we send a message from a telephone the mes-
sage exists in an immaterial manner, as coded information, in the device which
is obviously a material object. It is in the same manner that the form of red-
ness can exist immaterially in something material. Immateriality is very impor-
tant though, despite what the defenders of the classical reading might consider,
because whenever a form exists materially it makes that thing change in a mate-
rial way: the form of redness in the wall makes the wall red, the form of warmth
in the hand makes the hand warm; but if someone applies some yellow paint
on the red wall, it will become orange. If the change in the air were to be mate-
rial, the same thing would happen to the air: it would change its color accord-
ing to the number of colored forms transmitted through it. And, as we all
know, if all the colors are combined, the result is black. How would sight be pos-
sible, if the air were to be pitch-black? In Summa contra Gentiles Thomas Aquinas
introduces another distinction between forms, one which seems to imply grades
of perfection, and which might help us make things clearer:

The forms of sensible things have a more perfect mode of existence in the intel-
lect than in sensible things, for in the intellect they are simpler and extend to
more things; thus, through the one intelligible form of man, the intellect knows
all men. Now, a form existing perfectly in matter makes a thing to be actually
such, such as to be fire, or colored: if, however, the form does not have that effect,
then the form is in that thing imperfectly, as the form of color in the air carry-
ing it.17

If we put together the information gathered thus far about forms and their mode
of existence, we find out that forms existing in hylomorphic objects make them
be as such, due to their existence as a complete quality in the natural being; in
the medium forms exist incompletely, as incomplete qualities, according to an
intentional being; it is in this aspect that they resemble the mode of being in
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which something exists in something else potentially. If something exists actually
in something else, it makes that thing be what it is, and when it exists poten-
tially it makes possible for opposite forms to exist, in the same potential man-
ner, in the same receiver: different colors, even opposed ones such as black and
white, can simultaneously exist in the air, without affecting its visibility. But after
travelling through the air, the form can be received by a human intellect and
changed from potentially intelligible to actually intelligible. This change trig-
gers in turn another change: it makes the form able to exist in a perfect way
because it now has a greater extension, it can be applied to many things, not only
to one. For example, by cognizing the form of an apple I know not only this par-
ticular apple that is on my table, but also all the possible apples in the world.
It is from this perspective that a form has a perfect way of existence in the
mind of a knower, as opposed to its restricted way of existence in the natural
object. These different types of existences can be visualized with the help of
the following scheme:

Esse intentionale is not restricted to the realm of the cognitive, as it can also
exist in the medium, and this should come as no surprise for a Thomist schol-
ar, because it is something Aquinas states in many places. In fact, esse inten-
tionale is used by Aquinas in a variety of contexts where it is connected with
the imperfect way of existence a quality has in the medium, the mode of exis-
tence a form has in the senses where, very importantly, it is accompanied by
esse immateriale or spirituale, and in the famous angel text. Esse intentionale
seems to come in degrees: in the air forms exist imperfectly, while in the senses
they exist in an intermediary way, because the information is not yet abstract
enough to be applicable to many, and, finally, in the intellect the form gains its
perfect existence extended to many. In the medium the form only has a poten-
tially intelligible being, in the senses it is on its way to becoming actually intel-
ligible, while in the intellect it has an actually intelligible being. Between the
degrees of perfection a form can have and the degrees of immateriality there seems
to be a proportionate relationship: the higher the immateriality, the more intel-
ligible a form is, thus the more cognitive and perfect. In Quaestiones disputatae de
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2       
   

    

      
          

      
      

  x (x)x 

5        
  

   (x) 

6        
    

  x (x)x 

 

 

Hylomorphic object Medium Intellect 
The form makes 
the object be as 
such. 

The form exists imperfectly and is 
potentially intelligible, therefore 

not yet applicable to many. 

The form exists perfectly, 
actually intelligible  

and applicable to many. 
Esse naturale and 
esse materiale 

Esse intentionale and esse 
materiale (due to the fact that the 

medium has a material constitution 
in the case of external senses). 

Esse intentionale and esse 
immateriale (due to the fact that 

the intellect has a purely 
immaterial way of being). 

 



Veritate (q. 23 a. 1 co.) Aquinas says that “gradum immaterialitatis est gradus
cognitionis,” and in Summa Theologiae (I, q. 14, a. 1, co.) “Patet igitur quod imma-
terialitas alicuius rei est ratio quod sit cognoscitiva; et secundum modum imma-
terialitatis est modus cognitionis.” If immateriality is the mode of cognition,
than how come Aquinas stresses the distinction between esse intentionale and esse
naturale in the angel text? Why isn’t he speaking about the esse immateriale as the
mark of the cognitive? The key to answering this question is the notion of degrees.

S INCE THE aim of this paper is to challenge the view that intentionality is the
mark of the cognitive, I shall return once more to the key passage quot-
ed in favor of the classical reading, in the hope that, if I read it in the

light of all the information gathered thus far about ways of existence a form
can have in different receivers, and about the degrees of immateriality and cog-
nitive, it would lead to a different manner of understanding the mark of the
cognitive: “One angel knows another by the species of such angel existing in
his intellect, which differs from the angel whose image it is, not according to
material and immaterial nature, but according to natural and intentional exis-
tence. The angel is himself a subsisting form in his natural being; but his species
in the intellect of another angel is not so, for there it possesses only an intelli-
gible existence. As the form of colour on the wall has a natural existence; but,
in the deferent medium, it has only intentional existence.”18

Robbie Moser19 suggests that in this text Aquinas highlights “the role of
esse intentionale as operating within the domain of esse immateriale, while
ruling it out as the criterion of the cognitive as such.” Keeping in mind this
suggestion, let us proceed in unlocking the meaning of this passage. First of
all, Aquinas is clear on one respect: that cognition is done with the help of the
species. It is the species’ way of existence that leads to the divergent readings
of this text, because, on the one hand, the species has a natural existence in the
known angel, a fairly uncontroversial statement, and, on the other, it has an inten-
tional and intelligible way of existence in the knowing angel. If Aquinas were
to make no reference to the intelligibility of the species, the classical reading would
seem to be perfectly coherent, but the fact that intelligibility comes into play
affects the solidity of this reading. Notice that the species of color exists in the
wall in a natural way, just as the species of the angel exists in the angel, making
it be as such, but in the medium the species of color exits only intentionally,
not intelligibly. The problem can be made clearer by a passage from Sentencia libri
de Anima. Aquinas wrote:

But in the lower terrestrial natures there are two degrees of immateriality. There
is the perfect immateriality of intelligible being; for in the intellect things exist
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not only without matter, but even without their individuating material condi-
tions, and also apart from any material organ. Then there is the half-way
state of sensible being. For as things exist in sensation they are free indeed from
matter, but are not without their individuating material conditions, nor apart
from a bodily organ. For sensation is of objects in the particular, but intellec-
tion of objects universally. It is with reference to these two modes of existence
that the philosopher will say, in Book III, that the soul is somehow all things.20

When the species is totally (penitus) immaterial it is intelligible, therefore for a
species to be cognitive it needs to be immaterial, not just intentional, because the
intentional way of being of a color in the medium alone does not make it be cog-
nitive, it only conveys the fact that it has a representational content. The more
immaterial a species is, the more intelligible it becomes. By its very nature an
angel is an immaterial being, just as the species existing in an intellect, whether
it is a human or an angelic intellect, has an immaterial way of being. At this point
the picture becomes clear: for something to be intelligible it needs not only inten-
tional, but also immaterial, therefore any intelligible species existing in an intel-
lect has to be immaterial. According to my reading of the angel text things are
as follows:

1. In the first part, Aquinas states that the species does not differ according to
a material and immaterial way of existence, and this statement has nothing
controversial about it. Of course, the species of an angel existing in the angel
as such and the species of a known angel existing in the mind of the knower
do not differ in this way because (a) any species in the mind of a knower can-
not but have an immaterial way of existence, therefore any materiality is exclud-
ed, and (b) immateriality is common to both, the angel as such and the species
of the known angel in the knower.

2. In the second part, the species are said to differ according to a natural
and intentional way of existence; (a) when the species exists in an object in a nat-
ural way, it makes the object be as such, as it has been stated above. Therefore,
in this case the difference lies in the fact that a thing can exist as such or it can
exist as the object of an intellect, be it human or angelic. (b) The intentional
way of existence does not belong to a thing as such: the domain of things as such
stretches from materiality to immateriality, it permits degrees, but it excludes
the domain of intentionality. Intentionality is the representational character an
entity can have, it is its ability to convey informational content, which can be
either potentially or actually intelligible, depending on the nature of its bearer.

By combining 1 and 2 we reach the conclusion suggested by Robbie Moser,
that Aquinas only intended to point out in what aspect an angel and the species
of an angel in another angel differ, and not what the mark of the cognitive
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consists of. The mark of the cognitive is immateriality, and this is something
Aquinas states even in one text which is often quoted by the proponents of the
classical reading: “Therefore it is clear that the immateriality of a thing is the
reason why it is cognitive; and according to the mode of immateriality is the
mode of knowledge.”21 By saying that immateriality is the mark of the cogni-
tive, I am not denying the role of intentionality: without it, there would be no
content conveyed, no object, and cognition would be empty. My point is that for
intentionality to be cognitive it needs to be connected with immateriality, but
neither immateriality, nor intentionality alone is sufficient for cognition. 

In the end allow me to return to the commonplace that triggered this paper:
intentionality is the mark of the cognitive and this mark can be traced as far
back as medieval philosophy and Thomas Aquinas. It would seem that, despite
having become common knowledge, the fact that Aquinas believes that inten-
tionality is the mark of the cognitive should not be taken at face value, but should
be treated with prudence. Of course, the consequences of embracing it are not
as hazardous as looking left when crossing the street in London, but it still obscures
the real meaning and depth of Thomas Aquinas’ thoughts on cognition.22
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Abstract
From Intentionality to Immateriality: The Mark of the Cognitive for Thomas Aquinas

The idea that for medieval philosophers in general, and for Thomas Aquinas in particular, inten-
tionality is the mark of the cognitive has become a commonplace in philosophy. According to
this classical line of reasoning, for Aquinas, esse intentionale is the mark of the cognitive. The
present paper challenges this classical reading of Aquinas, by stressing the importance of esse imma-
teriale for defining a knower as opposed to a non-knower. In other words, is endeavours to demon-
strate that for Thomas Aquinas intentionality is not the mark of the cognitive. While for inten-
tionality to be cognitive it needs to be connected with immateriality, neither immateriality, nor
intentionality alone is sufficient for cognition.
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