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Introduction 

The intent of this thes is to present, hopefully with 

some ,clarity, the Thomistic psychology which deals with the 

relationship of the int ect to particulars. The human 

int ect our main concern. We will also look at the 

twelfth question, article #3 to contrast the discussion on 

intellectual particulars. The problem we find deals with the 

human intellect in present state of existence and not 

any future condition. We should also mention that St. Thomas 

did not leave us with any special treatise on psychology in 

the modern sense of the term. For st. Thomas, the psychological 

facts were important only insofar as they were pertinent to 

the metaphysics of human nature.' He was aware of the fact that! 

philosophy needs empirical facts for its foundation and as 

means of illustration. This awareness is reflected in 

method approach to the problem of mind.' Thomas uses both 

an empirical and a metaphysical viewpiont. 2 
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Knowledge of Bodies 

In the first article, st. Thomas replies to the objection 

that the soul cannot.know bodies through the intellect. 

According to st. Thomas the intellect does have knowledge of 

bodies and this knowledge is a science. If the intellect 

cannot know bodies then there cannot be a science of bodies, 

thus doing away with the science of bodies;) 

St. Thomas then reflects on the earlier philosophers 

who inquired about the nature of things. For instance, they 

believed that exists in the world are bodies. They o 

observed these bodies to be always in a state of filux. From 

this they concluded that we cannot have certain knowledge of 

the reality of things. Since things are always in a state of 

flux one cannot grasp with certainty the reality of a thing 

because the thing has changed again before our mind can form 

a judgment on it. St. Thomas uses a quotation from Heraclitus 

to help make the point: "It is not possible to touc.h the water 
. ·4 

of a passing stream twice." 

Plato was not overlooked by St. Thomas, f:or~ P::t.at'o held 
--~ 

an opposing viewpoint. He held the universal over the partic­
" 

ular, ';~the· ·essential over the contingent, and he believed that 

the universal essences were the true reality.5 In other words, 

Plato believed that in·'addition~,t'o.:c9rporeal things, there 

exists a category of related beings or genus which are separate 

from matter and movement and these he called species or ideas. 

Thus, the s ences and definitions which pertain to the act 
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e to the sensible bodies,of t~e intellect ao not make 

but do make reference to the genus of which there are immater­

i and separate beings. Hence, is Plato's belief that 

the soul cannot understand mater things but only their 

separated species. 6 St. Thomas ies that this cannot be 

true because knowledge of matter and movement, which is 

proper to natural philosophy, would be excluded om the 

sciences, and for that matter, excluded from any demonstration 

through material and moving causes. In addition, there is 

no reason for us to introduce other beings which are not 

material substances when we already have in front of us some­

thing that is mat al from which we can begin our inquiry. 

Now even if we have knowledge of these separate substances, 

this reasoning would not support our judgments concerning the 

sensible things.? 

Man's knowl begins with sensation. The material 

world affects our senses. Sensation, on the other hand, is an 

act of a bodily organ which is suited for receiving the univer-

Torm', existing~ in an individual c;orporeal thing. man's 
Iint ec~cannot come,to know the intelligible in its pure 

/ 

The-apprehension of the pure intelligible is above 

man's powers. 8 

St. Thomas' solution to the problem that knowledge of the I 
particular is only indirect. He explains: I 

.:...-:" ,~;-,,:- C".:- ~~~~"_~~.-_ l~:::~~ .. ':(\' '., 
Our int ect cannot know the singular in material 
,-----;. ... ::;' - ~ .--.. .) ,,' 

things directly and primarily. The reason this 
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is that the principle of singularity in material 

things is individual matter, whereas our intellect, 

as we have said above (Ia, 85, 1), understands 

by abstracting the intelligible s es from such 

matter. Now what is abstracted om individual 

matter is the universal. Hen.ce our int ect knows 

directly the universal only. But indirectly, and 

as it were by a kind of reflexi6n (indirecte et 

per quamdam reflexionem), it can know the singular, 

because, as we have said above (Ia, 85, 7), even 

after abstracting the intelligible species, the in-

t ect, in order to understand, ne to turn to 

the phantasms in which it understands the species, 

as is said in De Anima, III, 7 (431, ). Therefore 

it understands the universal directly through the 

intelligible species and indirectly the singular 

ented by the phantasm.,,9 

This description of the intellect is saying that the in­

tellect gras the particular by reflecting~aCk to when the 
I 

act 

occured. In cting on this act, the intellect finds that 

its principle the intelligible species, which in turn is 

from the phantasm. The phantasm is always singular and partic­

ular, it is the medium by which the intellect is in touch 

and has continuity with sense knowledge. This is also how 

the intellect in touch with its object. The senses have the 

direct knowledge singular while the intellect knows 
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10the singular indirectly, by turning back to the phantasm. 

It certain that lito have" and "to grasp" are terms 

taken from the exercise of our corporeal powers. At first 

glance it seems that in applying these terms to intellectual 

activity would be to discard their real meaning. "Yet,-·if 

action implies the passage influence from one being to 

another, then it follows that such action will be all the more 

perfect according as it reaches the, other being more fully, 

that is, in the being's reality and intimacy and unity, and 

the more imperfect according as it leaves the more of that 

being untouched by its influence (Ens et unum convertuntur) -: "II 
The material action is very abstract and because of this it 

is impotent and restricted. for example a -breaker 

smashing stones, a dog knocking over a flower pot, a horse 

trampling down the grass beneath it. But these actions reach 

reality in only an abstract sense. They do not encroach nor 

penetrate , and neither do they conquer it whole and entire. 

In other words, man is able to do by na~erial activity is 

to transform some of the qualities of the object. He does 

not get in touch with the object's,'l"'eal depths. 

The proper object of the human intellect quiddity; 

that ,nature existing in a particular corporeal 

matter. Thus it is not ours to know the idea of 

stone, but the nature of such and such a determined 

stone. This nature is the result of the union 

between a form and its proper matter. In other 
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words, it is easy to discern in the obJects of human 

knowledge a universal and intelligible element 

which is associated with a particular and material 

ement. The proper operation of the agent intellect 

'is to dissociate these two elem.ents in order to 

to furnish the possible intellect with the intellig­

ible and universal which lay implied in the sensible. 

This operation abstraction. 12 

'St. Thomas speaks of three kinds of essential contents 

and three stages of abstraction. First of all, the intellect 

abstracts the species of natural things from the sensible 

individual matter, not from sensible matter in general. The 

intellect abstracts the spec of man from this esh and 

these bones and not from esh and bones in general. Next, 

the intellect comprehends 'mathematical essences by abstracting' 

om all sensible matter, both individual arid in general. 

is also able to abstract om int igible matter, but only 

if it is individual and not int igible matter in general. 

In this case the intelligible matter is a substance inasmuch 

as it underlies quantity, The intellect is able to lift the 

absolute nature of quantity from the sensible matter, then 

comprehend it as a universal concept in its essential elements 

and laws of being. The third and highest form of abstraction 

is metlitphysic abstraction, in which case the intellect 

leaves behind intelligible matter in general and forms concepts' 

such as being, unity, act, etc., which acheive actualization 
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- 13
without any matter in the region of immaterial substances. 

The term "abstraction" ,- we might add, does not take any­

thing-away from the material object. The nature which is 

abstracted is an attribute of the object. "Abstraction is a 

purely mental process.,,14 Again, this process does not take 

the least bit away from the object. The -physical nature of 

our awareness of the object remains intact: The change 

occurs in the nature of our awareness of the obj Very 

simply, abstraction is the representation of the essence of 

and object in the intellect. 

We know that objects the intellect are apprehended in 

sense data. But how is the concept derived from the sense data' 

How can we bridge the-gap between sense -knowledge and intellec­

tual knowledge? The answer is through the process of abstract­

ion. This again a mental process by which the intellect 

"conceives" what the senses "perceive". So, abstraction-is 

the act of the intellect whereby the intellect is able to ab­

stract from an object what is essential while ignoring the 

rest. The result of this abstractive process the idea or 

concept which represents in the abstract the essence of the 

object. The concept is universal and abstract because is 

capable of being realiz in an indefinate number of objects. 15 

According to St. Thomas the intellect obviously has 

knowledge of particulars. This plainly the case, since 

making judgments is an achievement of-the intellect. - Included 

in these judgements there are some whose subject is a particu~ 
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and whose predicate a universal. An example of this 

would be: "S ocrates a mann. Also, the mere recognition of 

a thing as, this one, sugg an intellectual knowledge of 

the thing. There is a cooperation of the intellect--with the 

particular. The moment I give a thing a name, by calling it 

a car, a monkey, I link a universal concept with the sensual 

evidence of a thing. 16 

There are other facts to be considered. That , all 

action ultimately concerns particular material things and 

situations. Our behavior is in accord with our principles 

and decision of our will. The will is an intellectual faculty. 

Moreover the fact that the intellect knows the sensory 

faculties which are themselves material •. In addition to this 

the intellect knows that the universal applies to the material 

particulars. The intellect also knows from what kind of­

particulars the universal has been abstracted. This knowledge 

occurs-by means of the phantasm. The inte ect must return to 

the phantasm in order to understand the concepts it has found. 

For example, when a general notion in mind and we wish to 

convey-this notion we must turn to the phantasm. The only way 

for this to occur if the intellect knows the phantasm it 

needs or else the intellect could not produce the correct 

phantasm. I? 

What is a phantasm? What does it do? The phantasm is an 

image of a particular thing, It might be more accurate to say 

that a phantasm is an image of a particular thing, impressed or 

preserved in corporeal organs. We are in the realm of the 
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sensible, both om the point of view the object and the 

subject. Our senses are stimulated to eption because 

objects ar'e visible, tangible, etc., and each of the senses has 

its own group qualities which separates one from the other. 

"Colors, for example, have the same mode of existence whether 

in the matter of an individual body or in ',the visual power of 

the sensitive soul. In both cases they subsist in a determined 

material subject. illS Colors by their nature are ·able to impres 

their likeness the organ of sight. this same reason 

that the sensible, as well as the phantasm, will never penetrat 

into the intellect. 

St. Thomas observed that in sensible things, the sensible 

form can be in one thing one way and' in another thing another 

way. Whiteness, for example, can vary intensity from a 

greater toa lesser degree, from one to the next. For 

instance, the whiteness fo this page varies to a greater or 

lesser degree intensity from the whiteness of a white Ford 

Mustang. ·We . can 0 find whiteness with sweetness, such as 

white chocolate one thing, or something without sweetness 

such as this piece of paper. In a similar on the sensible 

form is in one way in the thing which is external to the soul, 

and in another way the senses which rece the forms of 

the sensible things without receiving matter. The color 

gold, for example, received without receiving gold. The 

intellect in accord with its own mode receives under conditions 

of immateriality immobility the species material ·and 

moveable bodies. What is received is in the receiver according 
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to the mode the receiver. It follows, therefore, that the 

soul knows bodies by the intellect through knowledge which is 

immaterial, univers , and necessary.19 

In other words, when I know a car, I am that car or I 

become that car. This means that there is in me a conformity 

to that obj We are also able to say that there in me a 

likeness of the object but in so far as it perfe the idea 
. 20of lmage. We know of course that the car physically not 

in me, rather, I receive the form of the car in my sense of 

sight. There a cooperation in form between the phantasm and 

the object. The phantasm is the same kind of form which 

in the object. Thus the form of the object is united to the 

object. The form the sense, however, is a reproduction 

which is not unit with the material object. 21 Thomas 

mentions three required for knowledge: "an active power 

in the knower by which he judges about things, a thing known 

and the union of both.,,22 These three things are at the core 

of St. Thomas' theory knowledge. This is important to note 

because in this paper we are considering the relationship bet­

ween the intellect and the object of knowledge. This relation­

ship, we find, is very complicated. 

This brings us to St. Thomas' reply to the first objection. 

The objection first of that the soul cannot know bodies 

through the intellect. "For Augustine says that bodies cannot 

be understood by the intellect, nor indeed anything corporeal 

unless it can be perceived by the senses.,,2J St: Thoma:~ ~ays 
• - ,,",:" -,. - , "'"/f t '-,.~ i· '. " " ;., .:.t ­

that the words of Augustine 

http:necessary.19
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knowledge and not to its objects. The int ect knows bodies 

by understanding them not through the bodies, nor through 

material and corporeal likenesses br[f through immaterial and 

intelligible species which can be in the soul by their own 

essence. 

The important thing to consider is that the abstract 

concept is not the object of cognition but the means of cognit­

ion. If the concept or modification of the intellect were 

itself the object of knowledge, then it would follow that our 

knowledge would be"a knowledge of ideas and not of things 

existing external to the soul. 24 The idea being that in und"er­

standing the meaning of a particular, or in making a judgment 

about it, the intellect somehow has to "containfl this particu­

lar. The caUSe of this mistaken notion may be due, to the illu­

sian created by the grammatical" form in which expresses the 

operation of the intellect. This may come about because the 

name of the particular has to be employed in the sentence. 

The sentence expresses an intellectual operation: 

Thus the common opinion that the particular is in 

the intellect in the same manner as it is in the 

senses. The intellect knows that there are partic­

ulars. knows too that it has ultimately derived 

all its contents from without. It suffers, as 

Rabeau expresses it, a shock from the phantasm. 

undergoes another shock when encountering any 

image. This does not mean that the process of 



abstraction has to be repeated every time an image 

presents its Sometimes a kind of renewal 

of the abstractive process takes place, when we 

encounter an object which we recognize as known 

without being able to place it. Recognition, 

however, usually does not consist in a comparison 

of a new impression with an image; rather consists 

in the awareness that the new object--the same 

applies to objects of the intellec -fits into 

some already exist frame or const ion. 25 

The property, which of the particular things apprehend­

ed by the mind and .also of the minds own faculties by which 

this apprehension is achieved is materiality. The one partic­

ular material thing of which reason is fully aware of is the 

human body. The mind knows that it is united to matter, in 

this particular body. The body is not only matter, but it 

is matter informed by the soul. Our int ect has to be aware 

of the body as well as the sensory faculties which depends on 

this body, else we would not know at any time that a given 

sense impression is ours, nor would we know to actuate an 

act of will in the volitional faculty. The problem with the 

intellectual knowledge of particulars begins not only with the 

awareness of bodies outside of us but it also begins with the 

knowledge of ourselves. 26 

Aquinas himself refers us, especially in regard 

to the operation of the will, to the vis cogitativa. 
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However close this internal sense may be to the 

intellect, it can never become a r mean because 

There is no mean imaginable between the materiality 

and immateriality.27 

A thing is either material or immaterial. There are not any 

transitions from the one to the other .. This gap cannot by 

bridged by referring to some "spiritualization" of the image. 

This is only stating the facts and not an explanation of them. 2( 

Now, in reply to objectiop number two, St. Thomas says 

that Augustine is not correct in saying that as the SBnse 

knows only bodies so the intellect knows only spiritual things, 

because it would then follow that God and angels would not 

know bodies. The reason that the intellect cannot understand 

spiritual things that the lower power does not extend to 

those things that are of a higher power. The higher power on 

the other hand is in a more perfected state or it would not 

be a higher power. Thus the higher power accomplishes in a 

more superior fashion what belongs to the lower power.29 

Since humas knowledge begins with sensation it seems 

logical to ask these questions: Can we, through our senses, 

come to know God? Is our knowledge of God strictly int ectu­

al? 

At this point I wish to relate question eighty-four to 

question twelve. Question twelve asks "L'fJow is God known 

by us?" To be more specific we will deal with article three, 

"We-.ch:er,,;the:i'Essence. of 'God Can be Seen With the Bodily Eye". 

http:power.29
http:immateriality.27
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St. Thomas in his general reply says, that it is impossible 

for us to see God by the sense sight, or by any sensible -~'-

power of the soul. This power of the sense is the act of a 

corporeal organ, as we discussed earlier. The corporeal organ 

has a proportioned amount of act. Therefore this sense power 

of the corporeal organ is limited to corporeal things. God 

is incorporeal, therefore "He,',," cannot be seen by the sense 

or the imagination but only by the intellect.,,30 Our senses 

are limited to the sensing of material object50nly. 

In the reply to objection number one of question twelve, 

article three, St. Thomas says that after the body is resurrec­

ted the corporeal eye sees God. Thus, it is the mind's eye 

which sees God and not the corporeal eye. In the second 

reply st. Thomas uses Augustine's word which preceded the re':';'i 

marks made in objection number two which helps to make his 

point. is evident that the glorified eyes will see God 

in much the same way as it sees the life of another here on 

earth, but we cannot see 1 e. in itself as something clearly 

visible to the bodily eye. But we can see it as an accidental 

object of the sense, which not known by sense one, but 

together with sense and some other cognitive power. For the 

int ect to see God instantly on sight is caused om the 

keenness of the intellect and from the shining of the divine 

glory infused into the body after its renovation. 31 

Now, in reply to objection number three, St. Thomas 

says the essence of God is not seen·in a vision the imagina­

tion, but that the imagination receives a form representing 
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God in accord to some mode likeness. As in scripture things 

are described metaphorically through sensable things. 32 

Our sensitive power is the lowest form of knowledge in 

the universal order. 33 But the highest sensitive powers of 

the soul brings us to the threshold of our intellectual activ­

i ty. 34 In our present- state;:we .draw our ideas from sensible 

knowledge. Starting with the sensible knowledge it is not 

possible for us to know the pure being of God. But we do need 

the sensible knowledge to have positive knowledge of God. 

The sensibles are the effects of God. W:eknow Him indirectly 

35as their cause. Sense knowledge, however, is not the entire 

cause of intellectual knowledge. Thus our int ectual 

knowledge is extend~d beyond sensitive knowledge. 36 

Finally in question eighty-four, article one ,-St. Thomas 

says that we can have an immoveable science of moveable things 

because every movement presupposes something immoveable. When 

a qualitative change takes place the substance is left unmoved. 

And even when there is a change of substantial form, matter is 

left unmoved. Things that change have an immoveable state. 

Take for example, Socrates, though he is not always sitting, 

but when he does sit it is an immoveable truth that he remains 

in one place)7 

In beginning -to pull things together, we can say that the I 
human being perceives particular material objects by its senses 

The object of sense is a sensible particular. The intellect 

comes to know by abstracting the intelligible species or 

universal from the particularized matter. In this case the 
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ellect can only have knowledge of universals. However, 

the int ect exercises its activity of knowing only through a 

turning of attention to the phantasms or images in which it 

apprehends the universal, and this way the int ect has 

an indirect knowledge of the particular things which are 

represented by the images. Hence, our sense perception of 

Socrates allows the mind to abstract the universal man. The 

important thing to consider that the abstract idea is a mean~ 

of knowledge or an instrament of knowledge to the intellect, 

but only insofar as the univers (man) refers to Socrates. 38 

This is not to say that the intellect does not have know­

ledge corporeal particulars. Rather, the mind has only an 

indirect knowledge of particulars. The direct object of know­

ledge is the univers In stressing the 'point here, the 

particular corporeal object is excluded from being the direct 

object of the intellect' s cognitive p"ower and not because it 

material. The mind knows only by abstracting om this or 

that matter. 39 

We ask now, why is there a need for a phantasm? When 

the intellect is a spiritual power, st. Thomas argues in 

question eighty-four, article 7, that in its present state the 

human intellect must have phantasms to understand something 

about beings. In the general reply he says that since the soul 

is united to a corruptible body, it is impossible for the in~ 

tellect to understand something actual without turning to a 

phantasm. There are two things he points out as indicators. 

First, by reason of the proper object of the intellect which as 

http:Socrates.38


17 

we mentioned earlier is the "quiddity" of a particular corporea::: 

body. Secondly, the intellect requires the phantasm by reason 

of the nature of the int ect in its present state coming 
40from the substantial union of the soul and body. . 

The reason for this is that the power knowledge is 

proportioned to what is known. Thus the proper object of the 

angelic int ect, which is without a body, is an intelligible 

substance without a body. From this we can know that all 

knowledge consists in the union of the knower with the thing 

known according to the nature of the knower. The human intell­

ect, by its very nature, exists in some individual which is 

not separate from corporeal matter. ~or instance, it belongs 

to the nature of a tree to be in an individual tree, and to 

the nature of a dog to be in an individual dog and so ·on. 

Hence, we cannot know the nature of a tree or any material ob~ 

ject completely and truly, except in as much as it known 

as existing in the individual. is through the sense and 

the imagination that we apprehend the individual. Thus if 

the intellect is to understand the individual actually, it 

has to turn by necessity to the phantasm. Now, if the proper 

object of our intellect were a separate form, it would not be 

necessary for the intellect to turn to the phantasm. The 

intellect would understand without the Phantasm. 41 

In the things that we come to know with our senses the 

essential differences cannot be known. We view them in light 

of their accidental differences which are rooted in their 

essences, in much the same way as the cause may be determined 
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from the ct. "With respect to the abstraction of metaphys­

icaland mathematical essences, the theory stands on surer 

ground. 1142 St. Thomas continues talking about limitations 

and emphas esthe human limitation by saying that up to his 

time no philosopher had known the essence a fly. 

All knowledge reaches completion in relationships 

of the knower to the object. The foundation this relation 

is the comprehension of the essence, and the comparison is 

represented in the jUdgment. What about certainty? St. Thomas 

sa-J';s that "truth is attained by the reflection of our thoughts 

on themselves and by the knowledge that our intellectual 
4facul ty has an essential tending toward the external obj ect. 1'-_ 3 

If in the act intelligence. there is no indication that we 

can certainly attain to truth, then the evidence of things is 

impossible. 

As we have seen~ knowledge is always a knower knowing some 

thing. It is necessary that the knower and the object or the 

thing known merge in one reality. This merger occurs-in sen­

sation. "The sense, before the act of sensation, a power or I 

a potency ·to perceive some object, and the object a potency 

to be perceived.,,44 Now, in the act Df sensation-the two 

potencies are actual ed in one and the same actuality. 

"The sense, actualized and determined by the form of the 

thing sensed becomes that thing, in so far as the thing is 

s ens e d. Ii 45 

Finally, what we have attempted to do here is by no 

means an exhaustive study of how the human intellect comes 
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to know things. But rather this has been an attempt to lay 

the facts out, to see how St. Thomas deals with this question. 

We find that he believed our senses come in contact or p 

"external sensible determinations of substances, e.g., their 

color, odor, sound, and taste," The accidental forms are 

received by the senses but do not receive the substances them-

s The forms are in some way separated from the substances 

and then reunited again in cognition by the senses. Then, 

the imagination, with the aid of other internal senses, forms 

a phantasm of the object. The phantasm the mental image 

from which the intellect abstracts its universal idea of the 

thing perceived; 

The man's active power of sense, through its determin­

ation by the spiritual immutatio or impressed form 

of the object, becomes the object perceived, and 

expresses itself, thereby; expressing the object, 
. h t 4~,ln a p an asm. ,.;J 
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