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Consider the following scenarios: 

– You are in a lab, and you see various tools you don’t 
recognize. Your friend who is studying biology tells you 
that what you see is a common glass burette; you look 
around and wonder whether the concept ‘glass burette’ 
might apply to some other object you see in the room.

– Tired from work, you drive home, reminiscing about the 
sunset you saw as you walked along the beach during 
your vacation last summer.

– You plan to bake a cake for the party you are hosting 
tomorrow, and you think about what you need to buy and 
when you can do your grocery shopping.

– You react with fear when you meet a dog, but you then 
feel relieved because in fact it is only a puppy.

– You go hiking with a friend and you talk about how much 
you are enjoying this time together after a long period of 
isolation.

These are experiences that, in their own ways, are directed 
at something or are about something. They are thus exam-
ples of different intentional acts. Typically, intentionality 
is described as a one-way relation between acts and their 
objects. On a closer look, however, we can see that the inten-
tional relation in these examples is more complex than a 
simple one-way being-directed-at-an-object. In all of them, 
there are two intentional directions that can be recognized. 
For example, when you see a glass burette you are certainly 
intentionally directed at a glass burette. But when you con-
sider how, on the basis of this perceptual act, you can inten-
tionally turn to the concept that determines the object of this 

act as a glass burette, a two-way directedness comes to the 
fore: besides the intention directed at the perceived object, 
there is also an intention directed at the concept. In the case 
of memory, what you remember is certainly the sunset, but 
you are also aware that it was you who had that experience 
in the past, and the way you remember the sunset now is 
affected by how you previously experienced it; in other 
words, your memory is directed not only at the sunset, but 
also, implicitly, at how you experienced the sunset last sum-
mer and how it appeared to you then. While planning to bake 
a cake and then while baking it, your thoughts are primarily 
directed at the cake as the outcome and end of your action, 
but you are also implicitly intending the individual steps 
you have to take in order to arrive at a (hopefully satisfac-
tory) result. Double intentional relations are also implied in 
certain emotional experiences, such as the feeling of appro-
priateness or inappropriateness of an emotion (e.g., after 
noticing that the dog you were afraid of is only a puppy, 
for most people it feels wrong to keep being afraid of it), 
or sentiments of approbation and blame: in all these cases, 
the emotion is intentionally directed toward another emo-
tion, which is itself intentionally directed an an object. And 
finally, shared experiences also have a complex intentional 
structure: when you discuss with someone the shared expe-
rience of hiking together, you are intending the experience 
(in this case, the hiking), but you are intending it with the 
underlying awareness of the hiking experience not just as 
singularly yours, but also as a shared experience—thus as 
yours in the plural.

As these examples show, a simple view of intentional-
ity as one-way object-directedness is inadequate to describe 
many intentional experiences. A deeper understanding of the 
complex structures of different kinds of intentional experi-
ence is required. The concept of intentionality is assigned 
a central role in phenomenology and in the philosophy of 
mind. But it can only play such a role if it helps elucidate 
the complexities found in concrete experiences of the world, 
of ourselves, and of others.

The aim of this special issue is to address different topoi 
of complex intentional structures and to elaborate on con-
cepts that allow us to properly describe and understand these 
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complexities by focusing on how two intentions can be con-
nected and interwoven in a single act. While references to 
double intentionality are to be found in both classic and 
contemporary work in phenomenology and the philosophy 
of mind, there is still a need for a closer analysis of the 
structures of double intentionality and of the acts displaying 
a double intentionality.

It is noteworthy that, when they mention double inten-
tionality, some authors in phenomenology and more gener-
ally in twentieth-century philosophy seem to have medieval 
approaches to intentionality in mind, or at the very least we 
can say that there are references to distinctions that are char-
acteristic of medieval theories of intentionality, such as those 
between first and second intentions, between intentio prima 
and secunda, and between intentio recta and obliqua.1 How-
ever, these references are usually not systematically devel-
oped, and so questions arise as to whether and how research 
on intentionality might benefit from a joint reassessment of 
contemporary and medieval work on double intentionality.

These references are not the only motive for focusing the 
inquiry into double intentionality on contemporary philos-
ophy of mind, phenomenology, and medieval philosophy. 
Underlying this orientation is the hypothesis that the results 
obtained in these different traditions of thought on the struc-
tures of intentionality in general, and of double intention-
ality in particular, can be mutually enlightening in several 
respects. More specifically, the articles in this volume show 
that contemporary and medieval theories of intentionality 
can fruitfully contribute to research on double intentional-
ity regarding at least three issues: (i) the relation between 
object intentionality and self-experience, both as immediate 
self-awareness and as memory-based self-consciousness; (ii) 
the relation between intentions directed toward objects and 
toward different kinds of concept; and (iii) the intentional 
relations involved in both action and emotions.

In this introductory essay, after presenting in the first sec-
tion some crucial aspects of how intentionality is understood 
across the medieval and the Brentanian-phenomenological 
traditions, we will devote the three subsequent sections to 
each of the just-mentioned issues. While the plurality and 
complexity of the various theoretical approaches prevent us 
from making an exhaustive survey of all debates on the topic 
of double intentionality, we aim to situate the results of the 
individual papers published in this issue within a broader 
discussion, in order to provide a more encompassing view 
of the variety of phenomena that display a double intentional 
structure.

1  Intentionality Across Traditions

The discussion of double intentionality presupposes a spe-
cific understanding of the concept of intentionality. The term 
is broadly understood in contemporary philosophy as refer-
ring to the distinctive feature of mental acts: their directed-
ness at something or their aboutness (see Brentano 1995, 
pp. 59 f.; Crane 1998; Jacob 2014; Siewert 2017; Müller 
and Summa 2018). Such an understanding of intentionality 
is generally associated with Franz Brentano, whose account 
of the mind, controversially discussed, deeply influenced 
research in phenomenology and the philosophy of mind, 
and contributed to the establishment of psychology as a sci-
ence. However, Brentano does not use the general concept 
of intentionality in his Psychology from an Empirical Stand-
point as he does in some manuscripts, but speaks rather of 
the “intentional inexistence” (Brentano 1995, p. 68) of an 
object in the corresponding act. The prefix ‘in’ in the term 
‘inexistence’ should be understood as designating a part-
whole relation, according to which “[e]very mental phenom-
enon includes something as object within itself” (Brentano 
1995, p. 68).

Brentano elaborates on the concept of intentional inex-
istence by drawing on the medieval discussions of intentio 
(Marras 1977; Runggaldier 1989; Jacquette 2004; Perler 
2004; Moran 2013; Mc Donnell 2015; Müller and Summa 
2018). His understanding of intentional inexistence, how-
ever, is narrower than the medieval and scholastic under-
standing of intentio. In fact, for medieval philosophers, the 
term intentio generally denotes a tendency (in aliquid/aliud 
tendere),2 the striving of something for something (else), 
or the directedness of something toward something else. 
The concept of intentio thus alternatively applies to eve-
rything exhibiting a tendency, to the means by which ten-
dency comes about, and to what is intended by the tendency. 
On such a broad understanding, intentio is not exclusive to 
mental states and does not define their mark (King 2010; 
Klima 2013, 2015; Zupko 2015); rather, according to the 
medieval thinkers, every entity that tends toward something 
else can be said to have an intention. It is not only acts of 
willing, understanding and perceptions, but also sensible 
and intelligibile species (i.e., those representational devices 

1 See, for instance, Brentano (1995, pp. 78–79, 211–212), Hartmann 
(1985, pp. 46–47), Recanati (2000), Sowa (2007), and Moran (2013).

2 Aquinas claims that the term intention is properly applied to appe-
titions or strivings and only in a figurative sense to cognitions; see 
ST I-II, q. 12, art. 1 (Thomas Aquinas 1891, p. 94). Hervaeus Natalis 
claims in one passage that there are intentions of willing and under-
standing but he leaves it at this without dealing with the will in the 
remainder of the text; see DSI, q. 1, art. 1 (Hervaeus Natalis 2008, p. 
332). With explicit reference to Avicenna’s conception of logic (see 
the next section), Henry of Ghent interprets intentions as concepts 
and their referentiality; see Quodl. V, q. 6 (Henry of Ghent 1518, fol. 
161rL).
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that emitted from intelligible and perceptible objects to cog-
nizers make cognition possible) that are called intentions. 
Even natural entities can be conceived as intentional: for 
instance, fire is typically described as having the tendency to 
burn anything combustible, and it is thus intentional in this 
broad sense. This extended scope of the term intentio derives 
from the transmission of Arabic texts into the Latin-speaking 
intellectual community in the twelfth century, specifically 
from a variety of Arabic terms that could be rendered in 
English as meaning, concept, or sense, but also as respect, 
purpose, which were all translated into Latin as intentio.3

Brentano’s claim that “intentional inexistence” is the 
mark of the mental, then, takes up only one specific meaning 
among the variety of meanings the concept of intentio had 
for medieval thinkers. In support of Brentano’s interpreta-
tion, however, it should be noted that he himself was aware 
of this restriction, as testified by the fact that in his Psychol-
ogy from an Empirical Standpoint he does not use the medi-
eval term intentio or the German Intention, but refers only to 
the medieval notion of an intra-mental object or content at 
which the mind is directed.4 This is precisely what medieval 
thinkers consider to be the mark of the mental (de Rijk 2005, 
pp. 27–29; Amerini 2011b).

This special issue concentrates only on intentionality 
as a characteristic feature of mental acts. With this focus 
in mind, a constitutive feature of the medieval understand-
ing of intentionality helps illuminate the framework within 
which a theory of double intentionality should be embedded 
and sheds light on both Brentano’s concept of intentionality 
and the phenomenological concept of intentionality: that is, 
intentionality is a relation.

The idea that ‘intentionality’ denotes a relation can 
already be seen in the first extensive treatises on intentions 
written in the fourteenth century. Notably, Hervaeus Nata-
lis (d. 1323), in his treatise On Second Intentions—which 
has been called the “baptismal certificate of intentionality” 
(Knebel 2009)—uses intentionalitas describe the relation 
that an object, in being cognized, has with the cognizing 
subject (Doyle 2009).5 In a similar vein, Brentano uses the 
general term Intentionalität in some manuscripts from the 
1870s that discuss various kinds of relation. Accordingly, 

applying ‘intentionality’ to the description of the mental 
implies conceiving of mental activities themselves as essen-
tially relational (Rollinger 2010, p. 24; 2011, p. 263; Taieb 
2018). Relationality is also the main feature of intentionality 
according to Husserl’s phenomenology, and this characteri-
zation is maintained in post-Husserlian phenomenology. In 
fact, phenomenology builds on the idea of a necessary cor-
relation between subject and object as well as between the 
subject and the world as the horizon of meaningful given-
ness (e.g., Husserl 1960; 1970, pp. 151–152, 159–160; 1983; 
pp. 211–212).

Against the background of a shared understanding of 
intentionality as a relation, different approaches to the nature 
of such a relation have been developed. One of the main 
issues marking the distinction between different theories 
of intentionality concerns representationalism. To state it 
briefly, representationalist accounts of the mind contend that 
intentional acts are directed at immanent objects or contents, 
which function as mental representations of external objects, 
whereas non-representationalist accounts hold that acts 
directly intend what medieval philosophers call extramen-
tal objects and phenomenologists call transcendent objects. 
In order to understand the importance of this divide, we 
must take a closer look at the concepts of intentional object 
content, and act.

Objectum, as a technical term for what is presented to 
the mind, is a concept that evolved in the late thirteenth 
century (see Dewan 1981; Knebel 1998; Kobusch 1987). 
Within medieval debates, it is generally assumed that if an 
object is to be cognized, it cannot be entirely different from 
that by which it is cognized, that is, the mind. Accordingly, 
the object and the cognizing mind, on the medieval standard 
view, must be to a certain extent homogeneous and have 
some affinity to each other. If they were completely het-
erogeneous, the argument goes, it would be impossible to 
explain how the mind could have access to what would be, 
formally speaking, a completely separate ontological realm, 
namely, the world of things. The form of the cognized object 
must therefore be homogeneous with the mind; it is in pre-
cisely this sense that we should also understand the claim 
that the intended object is ‘in’ the mind. Once this inner 
representation is postulated, however, the question as to the 
relation between the object represented in the mind and the 
extramental thing arises and often remains unsolved (Perler 
2004; de Rijk 2005; Anisi et al. 2020).

This representationalist view of the medieval scholastics, 
despite any differences in the broader account of mind and 
cognition, which are related to the cultural and philosophi-
cal milieu in which it was developed, is largely shared by 
Brentano. Drawing from Aristotle’s theory of perception and 
from the scholastics, but within the framework of a psy-
chology concentrating on mental states rather than positing 
the soul as an immaterial substance, Brentano understands 

3 The conceptual history of intentio is yet to be written for this 
stage of transmission from Arabic into Latin. An important source is 
recently the entry for intentio in the Arabic and Latin Glossary (Hasse 
2021).
4 See, notably, the annotation in Brentano (1995, pp. 68, 140).
5 For an extensive discussion of Natalis’s theory of intentionality, 
with particular reference to the distinction between first and second 
intentions, see Amerini’s paper in this special issue. Brentano knew 
of Hervaeus and the existence of his treatise (Brentano 1867, p. 570), 
if only through contemporary compendia on the history of philosophy 
(Hedwig 1978, pp. 73–74; Werle 1982).
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intentional inexistence literally. The sound one hears, for 
instance, is included within one’s act of hearing, the figure 
one sees is included as a part of one’s act of seeing, etc. 
Brentano assumes—at least in Psychology from an Empiri-
cal Standpoint—that the intentional relation is actually 
a relation between mental states and an immanent object 
(Simons 1995). Against this background, cognition can only 
rely on inner representation, in which further mental states 
of judging, desiring, and feeling are grounded.

While recognizing the debt to their master, Husserl and 
other Brentano scholars like Meinong emphasize that the 
account in the Psychology is based on a somewhat mislead-
ing conflation of the concepts of content and object. Such 
ambiguity makes it difficult to understand whether the dis-
cussion of intentional inexistence is a psychological claim 
about the directedness of mental acts, an ontological claim 
about intramental objects or contents, or a claim about the 
correlation between a mental state and an object (Schreiber 
2021).

Insisting on the need to disambiguate the concepts of 
content and object, Husserl arrives at a non-representation-
alist theory of intentionality. Husserl (2001b, pp. 94–95) 
considers intentionality to be the distinguishing feature not 
of every mental phenomenon but only of conscious acts, 
and argues that sensible contents like a sound sensation or 
a color sensation are not to be conceived of as immanent 
objects that somehow represent external objects. Rather, 
they are non-intentional but still conscious components of 
acts, and need to be apprehended as objectual features. Sen-
sible contents—which Husserl also calls “real” (reell) or 
“descriptive”—are to be distinguished from transcendent 
or extramental objects: while the former are parts of the 
act, the latter are not. On this account, it would be wrong to 
say that cognition of extramental objects requires a mental 
representation or a mental image that is homogeneous with 
the mind (Husserl 2001b, pp. 125–126, 335–336). Rather 
than postulating inner representations, Husserl argues that 
the experience and cognition of unitary transcendent objects 
is possible thanks to the mind’s capacity to synthesize the 
different modes of appearance of objects—that is, the “mat-
ter” of the act, or the intentional content (Husserl 2001b, 
pp. 112–113)—into a unity. Cognition arises on the basis of 
such a synthesis of the modes of appearance of the object 
in connection with the relevant categorial formations that 
make predication possible. Such a non-representationalist 
view becomes more and more prominent in post-Husserlian 
phenomenology, notably in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (2005) 
examplary analyses of perception.

The distinction between representationalist and non-
representationalist accounts of the mind impinges on the 
discussion of double intentionality. While the question for 

representationalist approaches is to clarify how the struc-
ture of representation could entail two different intentional 
directions—and thus possibly a duplication of the intentional 
object—non-representationalist views do not have this prob-
lem but are confronted with the need to develop descriptions 
that would be appropriate for the complex articulation of 
non-representational consciousness.

2  Object‑Awareness and Self‑Awareness: 
Consciousness and Memory

One area of research in which the inquiry into double inten-
tionality has had particular resonance is the relation between 
consciousness of something and self-consciousness broadly 
construed. Perceiving, desiring, thinking about, and having 
a feeling about an object x are intentional acts in that they 
are directed at x or entail the awareness of x—but not only x, 
for when performing an intentional act one is also aware of 
this very act. In perceiving a tree, one is not only intention-
ally directed at the tree: one is also aware in a specific way 
of one’s own perceiving. Several medieval thinkers, Bren-
tano, Husserl, and many post-Husserlian phenomenologists 
all share this basic assumption and are interested in inves-
tigating the specific features of object-awareness and self-
awareness, as well as how they are related.

2.1  Consciousness and Self‑Consciousness

What is self-awareness, and how does it relate to object-
awareness? With regard to this question, the main divide 
in the philosophy of mind across different traditions can be 
traced back to the distinction between two-level and one-
level accounts of self-awareness. Two-level accounts contend 
that self-awareness comes about by means of an act of reflec-
tion directed at intentional acts. Accordingly, two levels are 
involved in the constitution of self-awareness: an intentional 
act that is directed at an internal or external object, and a 
reflective, or higher-order intentional act that is directed at 
the intentional act of the first level. By contrast, one-level 
accounts contend that self-awareness and object-awareness 
are integrated in one and the same level of consciousness: 
when we are intentionally directed at an object x, we are 
aware of both x and the consciousness in which x is given. 
Proponents of one-level accounts typically also endorse the 
stronger claim that all intentional consciousness involves 
self-awareness. The distinction between one-level and two-
level accounts of self-consciousness provides a helpful per-
spective in comparing the theories of double intentionality 
in medieval thinkers, Brentano, and the subsequent phenom-
enological tradition.
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2.1.1  Medieval Approaches to the Act‑Object Relation

Although the term consciousness was not used by medi-
eval philosophers,6 they developed an extensive discussion 
that touches on precisely the issues mentioned above. They 
generally put those questions in terms of cognition, which 
includes sensations, perceptions, and understandings. Some-
times they formulate these questions more specifically in 
terms of the knowledge that people can have about them-
selves and their own mental states (Perler and Schierbaum 
2014; Klein 2019, pp. 311–337).

Medieval philosophers generally agree that the mind can 
reflect on its own act. The problem, however, is not so much 
whether such reflection is possible, but rather whether it 
is necessary for self-consciousness. Maintaining that self-
reflection is necessary for self-consciousness would amount 
to defending a two-level theory of self-consciousness: at one 
level we are aware of the object, and at a second level we 
are aware of our own acts (and inferentially of ourselves).7 
To be aware of a stone is an act of perceiving the stone, and 
to be aware of one’s own perception of the stone is equally 
construed as a perception, one of intramentally perceiving 
one’s own act of perceiving the stone (Yrjönsuuri 2007).

There are at least two interconnected problems with such 
an account, both related to the status of the reflecting act. If 
we assume that consciousness of acts can be realized only 
via reflection, then we are faced with this alternative: the 
act of reflection itself either becomes conscious through a 
further act of reflection, or it does not become conscious at 
all. If one endorses the former view, there will be an infinite 
regress of reflecting acts. Conversely, if one maintains that 
another reflecting act is not required, one must accept the 
existence of mental states of which a subject is totally una-
ware, namely, the ultimate reflecting act.

Regarding the threat of an infinite regress, we can find 
two paradigmatic solutions in the Middle Ages. The first 
one is formulated by Thomas Aquinas, who acknowledges 
the regress but denies that this is a problem. Reflection, in 
fact, is an activity of the intellect, which is an immaterial 
human faculty with a distinct ontological status and as such 
is able to infinitely reflect upon its own acts.8 The second 
solution can be found in the writings of William of Ockham. 
Ockham acknowledges that the regress is metaphysically 

conceivable but denies that it is psychologically realizable. 
Accordingly, it is not a concrete threat: the mind would sim-
ply stop reflecting once it has reached a certain number of 
reflective acts. He argues that it is not the case that the mind 
is caused necessarily to produce reflective acts. Our seeing 
a stone does not automatically produce acts of reflection; 
instead, reflection is something which we voluntarily decide 
to bring about or not.9 On this account, not every act needs 
to be self-aware; in fact, every mental act that is self-aware 
is accompanied by one that is not. Ockham’s account thus 
avoids the infinite regress problem, but is confronted with 
the problem of assuming that there are some mental acts that 
are entirely unconscious.

Medieval proponents of one-level accounts of self-con-
sciousness tried in various ways to overcome both problems. 
Peter John Olivi argues against the view that the subject’s 
awareness of its own mental act comes about only through 
a distinct reflective act.10 Though he does not deny that it 
is possible for the mind to elicit a distinct reflective mental 
act which is directed both at an act and at the object of that 
act, he thinks that a subject must already be implicitly aware 
of the direct act itself, without a further mental episode of 
explicit reflection. Accordingly, Olivi has been interpreted 
as a proponent of a pre-reflective self-awareness (Brower-
Toland 2013). To make pre-reflective self-awareness plausi-
ble, he suggests resorting to a metaphor of sense perception: 
in having mental states, the soul immediately feels them, 
similar to how the sense of touch immediately feels heat or 
the like. The soul cannot have mental acts without immedi-
ately experiencing itself.11

One generation after Olivi, further elaborations of the 
one-level account are to be found in the writings of Wal-
ter Chatton and Durand of St. Pourçain. As Charles Girard 
shows in his contribution to this issue, Chatton takes pre-
reflective self-awareness to be a genuine form of reception 
that is exclusive to “a living subject” that “receives its own 
act.”12 Durand on the other hand argues that pre-reflective 
self-awareness is intrinsic to the act that is directed at the 
object itself: it is “in relation to the principal object and 
through the same act” that “I cognize a rose and that I cog-
nize that I cognize a rose.”13 A mental act, according to 
Durand, is directed at the principal object and at the same 
time at itself; on Girard’s reading, this implies that the 

6 It is only in early modern philosophy that the medieval Latin term 
conscientia comes to designate consciousness; in medieval philoso-
phy conscientia rather means conscience. See Eardley (2021).
7 Recall that a similar psychological process lies behind the forma-
tion of second intentions as described in the previous section: the 
intellect forms second intentions when it considers first intentional 
content by reflecting on first intentional acts.
8 See ST I, q. 87, art. 3, ad 2 (Thomas Aquinas 1889, p. 361b). See 
also Pasnau (2002, ch. 11), Putallaz (1991), and Cory (2013).

9 See Quodl. I, q. 14 and II, q. 12 (William of Ockham 1980, pp. 
80 and 166–167). See also Brower-Toland (2012, 2014) and Michon 
(2007).
10 In Sent. II, q. 79 (Peter John Olivi 1926, p. 164), trans. Brower-
Toland (2013, p. 157).
11 In Sent. II, q. 76 (Peter John Olivi 1926, p. 146).
12 Rep. et Lect. super Sent., prol. q. 2, art. 5 (Walter Chatton 1989, p. 
121).
13 De lib. arb., q. 3 (Durand of St. Pourçain 1962, p. 497).
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act is a secondary object of cognition (see also Hartman 
2021). As Girard further suggests, Chatton’s and Durand’s 
accounts can be seen as precursors of Brentano’s account of 
self-consciousness.

2.1.2  Self‑Consciousness and Object‑Directedness 
in Brentano

Although it has been argued that Brentano’s theory ulti-
mately supports a higher-order theory of self-consciousness 
(Rosenthal 1997), he is now usually read as proposing a 
one-level account of consciousness and self-consciousness 
(see Thomasson 2002; Zahavi 2004; Frank 2015). In fact, 
Brentano claims that mental acts are structurally character-
ized by a double intentional relation, and thus that there is 
no need to posit a further act of reflection: they are directed 
at their objects as primary objects, and at themselves as sec-
ondary objects. Brentano also calls this self-directedness 
“accompanying” or “incidental” consciousness, thereby 
indicating that it is not to be understood as a higher-order 
reflective act. For instance, when we hear a sound, “[w]e 
can say that the sound is the primary object of the act of 
hearing, and that the act of hearing itself is the secondary 
object” (Brentano 1995, p. 98). The act of hearing is directed 
“toward the sound in the most proper sense of the term, 
and because of this it seems to apprehend itself inciden-
tally and as something additional” (Brentano 1995, p. 98). 
‘Incidentally’ (nebenbei or en parergo in the Greek text of 
Aristotle, on whom Brentano draws) does not mean here 
that this self-consciousness may or may not be occurring, 
but rather that being conscious of the hearing is dependent 
on the act of hearing.14 But whenever we have an intentional 
experience directed at something, like hearing a sound, the 
accompanying self-consciousness is also given. This has two 
important consequences. First, the idea of an unconscious 
consciousness or act is ruled out. Secondly—and this marks 
the difference of Brentano’s view from higher-order theo-
ries of self-consciousness—incidental self-consciousness 
is not to be confused with inner “observation” (Beobach-
tung): while inner observation is indeed a further act, which 
may or may not occur (Brentano 1995, p. 22), the perfor-
mance of every act is necessarily accompanied by incidental 
self-consciousness.

Brentano’s view has been widely discussed in the litera-
ture.15 In particular, it has been shown that his one-level 

theory avoids some of the problems faced by higher-order 
theories of self-consciousness, notably, the threat of infi-
nite regress (Brentano 1995, pp. 93–94). There is, however, 
another concern with Brentano’s account of the double 
intentionality of object-consciousness and self-conscious-
ness, namely, the problem of the duplication of the primary 
object. This problem is discussed in Andrea Marchesi’s 
contribution to this volume: if the sound is the primary 
object or content of the act of hearing, then it should also be 
the indirect content of the self-consciousness of the act of 
hearing. Are we then to admit that there is a duplication of 
the intentional object? And is this theoretically plausible? 
Marchesi claims that these problems are eliminated at the 
root if we more rigorously consider acts as mereological 
units, and he investigates the relations between the act as a 
whole and its parts.

2.1.3  Self‑Consciousness as Non‑Objectual Consciousness 
in Phenomenology

Like Brentano, Husserl too defends a one-level account 
of self-awareness; unlike Brentano, he does not conceive 
of self-awareness as a specific kind of object-awareness. 
Husserl’s position emerges precisely from his understand-
ing of double intentionality (doppelte Intentionalität) and 
self-awareness in relation to the phenomenology of time-
consciousness. The core of Husserl’s mature view is that 
the stream of consciousness appears to itself together with 
its experiential contents (Husserl 1991, pp. 77–78, 370–371, 
379–360). When perceiving a temporal object—for example, 
when hearing a melody—one’s awareness of one’s own act 
of hearing is not to be understood as an object-awareness, 
but rather as the immediate and non-reflective awareness of 
an ongoing temporal process in which both the melody and 
the acts are constituted.

Husserl still defends a one-level account of self-con-
sciousness, without however claiming that we are aware of 
our own acts as secondary objects. He suggests that in every 
act, the consciousness of the object involves a pre-reflec-
tive and non-objectual awareness of oneself as experienc-
ing the object (see Bernet 1985; Zahavi 1998, 1999, 2002; 
Kortooms 2002). On this understanding, we can still speak 
of double intentionality, but we also need to distinguish 
between an objectual and a non-objectual intentionality; in 
his analyses of time-consciousness, Husserl calls them trans-
verse intentionality (Querintentionalität) and longitudinal 
intentionality (Längsintentionalität) respectively (Husserl 
1991, pp. 84–85, 379–380).16 While transverse intentionality 
is directed at the temporal object, longitudinal intentionality 

15 E.g., Hossack (2002), Thomasson (2002), Jacquette (2004), Zahavi 
(2004), Textor (2006), Kriegel (2016), Soldati (2017), and Marchesi 
(2019)

16 See also Bernet (1985), Zahavi (1999, pp. 74–75), De Warren 
(2009, pp. 172–173), and Summa (2014, pp. 111–112).

14 See Brentano (1995, p. 215); cf. Aristotle (1984) Met. XII.9, 
1074b35: “Evidently, knowledge and perception and opinion and 
understanding have always something else as their object, and them-
selves only en parergo” (trans. Ross).
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is directed at the experiential process or flow. The two inten-
tionalities are considered to be “inseparably united” and to 
require one another “like the two sides of the same thing” 
(Husserl 1991, p. 87). According to this view, the very same 
flow of temporal consciousness that intentionally constitutes 
temporal objects also constitutes itself as temporal; the 
awareness of the object is accompanied by self-awareness, 
which “does not require a second flow” but “constitutes itself 
as a phenomenon in itself” (Husserl 1991, p. 88).

Husserl’s notion of a pre-reflective and sui generis non-
objectual self-awareness can be seen as a “silent consen-
sus” (Wiesing 2020, p. 55) among all the phenomenologists 
that followed Husserl, although thinkers such as Gurwitsch 
(1966), Henry (1973), Sartre (1956, 2004), and Merleau-
Ponty (2005) developed their own phenomenological 
accounts of self-awareness.

2.2  Memory

The connection between the temporality of experience and 
the relation between consciousness and self-consciousness 
highlight how important it is on the one hand to consider 
intentional life as a process, and on the other hand to dis-
tinguish the different levels of the constitution of self-con-
sciousness. This becomes clearer if we reassess what has 
been said so far about double intentionality and self-con-
sciousness in relation with the double intentionality that is 
specific to acts of memory.

2.2.1  Memory and Self‑Consciousness in Medieval 
Philosophy

Medieval philosophers consider memory against the back-
drop of two traditions: on the one hand, that of Aristotle and 
Arabic thinkers, according to whom memory concerns the 
reactivation of sensory representations of an object experi-
enced in the past which have been stored in the inner sense; 
on the other hand, that of Augustine, who also discusses 
purely intellectual memory. Both traditions emphasize that 
memory is closely linked with a person’s self-awareness. 
When Augustine says that in the context of learning, “I 
also remember that I have remembered”,17 he is claiming 
that the object of our memory is not only the previously 
acquired understanding of something but also the fact that 
we have acquired knowledge and the manner in which we 
have done so. Thus, when a person remembers something, 
she is not only aware of a past object but also of herself as 
the one who once experienced something and the one who 
is now reactivating those past experiences (Müller 2015, 
p. 95). Similarly, Aristotle (1984) remarks that one cannot 

remember without being aware that one remembers (De 
mem., 452b26–27; cf. Nikulin 2015, p. 64).

Both traditions raise the problem of what the precise 
content and structure of memory is. For instance, when 
we remember a sunset we saw while on holiday last year, 
do we remember the sunset which we saw or do we rather 
remember ourselves experiencing it? Thomas Aquinas, fol-
lowing the first path, wants to explain how it is possible that 
we can have access to objects of past cognitions. Regarding 
sensory memory, he claims that we reactivate representa-
tions that were once acquired from an object and stored in 
(the organ of) the inner sense. However, we do not make 
them into the object of our recollective act; rather, previ-
ously acquired representations serve as vehicles through 
which we re-present the object we have seen in the past 
(Perler 2020, pp. 247–249).

To highlight the past mental state rather than its object 
as what is primarily remembered implies a special focus on 
the relation between memory and self-awareness. We can see 
this more clearly in John Duns Scotus who, one generation 
after Aquinas, elaborates on the problem of how the intellect 
can think of past mental acts, that is, how memory is primar-
ily of our acts rather than of their object. Memory is possible 
of every cognition that was accompanied by what Scotus 
calls an “intuitive act”, through which one was originally 
aware of the cognition. This accompanying act is stored in 
the intellect alone and serves as a cognitive vehicle for an 
occurrent act of recollection (recordatio) through which 
the past act becomes accessible for the subject. Thus, only 
mental acts that were consciously experienced when they 
occurred can be recollected, and therefore those recollected 
acts must be conceived of as ours (Cross 2014, pp. 57–63).

Scotus’s inward turn to past experience leads him to 
conceive of the recollected mental act as what he calls the 
“proximate object” of memory, and the object of the past 
cognition as the “remote object”. Dominik Perler shows in 
his contribution to this volume how one generation later, 
Scotus’s confrère William of Ockham took up and further 
developed Scotus’s account of memory as being about two 
objects. According to Ockham’s mature theory of the inten-
tional structure of memory, a person remembers directly 
her past act—what Ockham calls the “partial object”—and 
indirectly also the object of this act, called the “complex 
object”. Perler analyzes the cognitive mechanism behind 
memory and pays special attention to the problem of what 
it means to remember a past cognitive act—an act which 
strictly speaking is gone and cannot be brought back by the 
mind as numerically the same act.

In this respect, Perler shows that an analysis of the struc-
ture of acts of recollection only in terms of their objects is 
not sufficient to account for the intentionality of memory. 
For how does the mind conceive of re-presented acts or 
remembered things precisely as past, unlike, say, the current 17 Conf. 10.20 (Augustine 1990, p. 165).
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imagination of some object? Medieval philosophers han-
dle this problem by saying that past acts and their objects 
are somehow timestamped (Cory 2012). Again, Augustine 
seems to play a major role in the background. According to 
his doctrine of the distentio animae, the soul, in an occurrent 
mental episode of recollection, stretches itself out to a past 
moment which it has experienced. This means that the soul 
must be able to connect its present self with its past exist-
ence. In memory, it is not the case that we just remember 
some past event or object; rather, we intend them as being 
experienced by us in the past, so that it is me who remembers 
that I saw a sunset last summer.

2.2.2  Remembering and Re‑Presenting in Brentano 
and Husserl

Brentano addresses the topic of the double intentional-
ity of memory in the Appendix to his Psychology from an 
Empirical Standpoint (Brentano 1995, pp. 214–215). He 
does so in the context of a more general reassessment of 
intentions directed at relations rather than at objects. The 
gist of his argument is that we should not confuse the dou-
ble intentionality of inner perception (see above, Sect. 2.1) 
with the double intentionality of inner observation. In the 
latter, we have a double intentionality not only in the sense 
of an interweaving of self-awareness and object-awareness 
(which is something that characterizes all acts), but also 
in the interplay of direct and indirect intentionality, or of 
intentio recta and obliqua (Brentano 1995, pp. 219–220; cf. 
Dewalque 2014). It should be noted that this kind of double 
intentionality extends beyond recollection and pertains to 
all acts of re-presentation as well as to all consciousness of 
relations (Brentano 1995, p. 220). In the case of recollection, 
when we remember the sunset we experienced last summer 
on the beach, we have a direct intention toward our past 
experience of the sunset—like an inner observation of our 
past experience, in which our past experience is the direct 
object—and an indirect intention toward the sunset itself. 
The remembered object is thus an intentional object given 
modo obliquo, or as mediated by the direct “observation” of 
our past experience.

In this respect too, Husserl takes up some of Brentano’s 
insights, but also revises the general account. Husserl partly 
agrees that we need to account for the double intentional-
ity of acts of recollection, as well as other re-presentations 
such as phantasy, expectation, etc. (see Husserl 1991, p. 55; 
Marbach 1993; de Warren 2016). However, the recollec-
tion of a sunset we saw on the beach last summer cannot be 
rendered as a present intention directed to our previous act, 
which itself was directed to the sunset. Instead, Husserl sug-
gests that the double intentionality of re-presentation does 
not entail any kind of nesting of direct and indirect con-
sciousness. When we remember the sunset, we still intend 

the sunset as our direct object, but we re-present the sunset 
in a specific modality, namely, as we experienced it last sum-
mer. Our previous experience marks the mode of givenness 
of the remembered object when we intend it in recollection, 
without turning it into an indirect object. Thus, our own pre-
vious experience is not necessarily the object of explicit or 
attentive recollection: we can just remember the sunset, and 
thereby be aware that we were perceiving it at some point 
in the past. This does not rule out that we could turn our 
attention to our own previous act of perception and so make 
it the object of recollection. Only in this latter case the struc-
ture would be similar to the one Brentano describes. What 
Husserl rejects, in other words, is that there is necessarily a 
mediated relation to the object of recollection—that is, that 
in order to remember the sunset, it is necessary to make the 
previous act of perception the object of our recollection.

Accordingly, Husserl’s account of the double intentional-
ity of memory is also to be understood in a different way. 
First, given that double intentionality in general is what 
temporally qualifies self-awareness, we should consider 
precisely how this qualification applies to memory as a re-
presentation directed at the past. In recollection, as we have 
seen, we have awareness of an object that is marked, as it 
were, as having been experienced in the past. Secondly, as 
to self-awareness, in a present act of recollection we are not 
only implicitly aware that we are now recollecting (as we 
are aware of the actual performance of every act); we are 
also aware that we perceived the object in the past. This is 
revealed by the double “attitude” we can take toward acts 
of re-presentation (and specifically of recollection) in phe-
nomenological reflection. Given their simulating character, 
recollections (like all other re-presentations) allow a double 
focus: a focus on the present act of recollection, or a focus 
on the past, plunging into it and living in the re-presented 
world as if it were actual (Husserl 2005, p. 672).18These 
two attitudes also amount to two intentions that we can have 
in our present focusing on our memories, and they can be 
understood in the light of different kinds of attentional focus.

3  Intending Objects and Intending 
Concepts: First and Second Intentions

Within the theory of knowledge and the theory of mean-
ing, the inquiry into the structures of double intentionality is 
relevant insofar as it brings to the fore the relation between 
intending objects and intending concepts. The distinction 

18 In order to describe this double intentional structure, Husserl 
(2006, pp. 74–75) refers to a complex account of a double phenome-
nological reduction, which we cannot here discuss in detail: reduction 
“to” the recollection and reduction “in” the recollection.
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between different kinds of conceptual intentions is at the 
core of medieval theories of intentionality. Though phenom-
enology formulates these issues within a different frame-
work, some remarkable convergences concern precisely the 
double intentionality involved in conceptual cognition and 
the theory of meaning.

3.1  Prima Intentio and Secunda Intentio in Medieval 
Philosophy

The distinction between prima intentio and secunda intentio 
originates in medieval theories of meaning. A first intention 
is a concept such as tree, human being, or cup, while a sec-
ond intention is a concept derived from first intentions, such 
as genus, species, or subject. Through these higher-order, or 
formal concepts, things of first intention are conceived in a 
certain way: a tree can be conceived of as a species, as part 
of a genus, or as a part of a proposition.

Like the term intentio, the distinction between intentio 
prima and intentio secunda goes back to the transmission of 
Arabic philosophy into the Latin tradition. Avicenna distin-
guishes between “first intelligible meanings” and “secondary 
intelligible meanings”, translated by Dominicus Gundissa-
linus as intentiones intellectae primo and intentiones intel-
lectae secundo respectively.19 Avicenna makes this distinc-
tion in order to clarify the proper subject matter of logic: 
logic is concerned not with real entities such as dogs and 
their properties, but rather with concepts and their proper-
ties. Concepts get these properties because the mind uses 
them in various ways by, for instance, classifying them or 
connecting them to propositions (Street and Germann 2013).

The distinction between first and second intentions 
prompted Latin authors of the Middle Ages to discuss prob-
lems of epistemology, psychology, and logic in the broad 
sense. What is the relation between first and second inten-
tions and the thing of which they are intentions? What are 
the cognitive structures that underlie the formation of first 
and second intentions on the basis of our sensory experience 
of real things?

With a few exceptions, medieval authors tend to agree 
in considering the formation of concepts an operation of 
the intellect. Unlike the senses, which work through bod-
ily organs and can only perceive particulars, the intellect is 
an immaterial faculty and yields general knowledge (Klein 
2019). Such general knowledge presupposes the capacity 
to abstract from the sensory content that is received by the 

faculty of imagination (in the form of phantasms) and ulti-
mately to form a concept that represents particulars in a 
general way: this human being as an instance of the concept 
human being or this red as an instance of the concept red. 
Some authors, such as Thomas Aquinas, further emphasize 
that when constructing these concepts, intellectual thinking 
is always processed in association with phantasms. Espe-
cially when a concept is applied to particulars, the intellect is 
said to “reflect” on the phantasm from which the concept is 
abstracted (Menn 2012, pp. 65–67; Cory 2013). According 
to Aquinas, then, the intellect is dependent on the phantas-
mata in two ways. First, cognition does not rely on general 
concepts alone, for instance human being; rather, when we 
attribute to human beings the property of being mortal, we 
need to imagine a particular human being, such as Socrates. 
In this sense, in understanding, the intellect works together 
with the imagination. Secondly, we cognize particulars only 
through phantasms associated with the concept; for instance, 
when we point to Socrates and say that he is currently sit-
ting. By itself, the intellect is not capable of recognizing 
singular things; therefore, it must resort to the phantasmata 
that represent singular things (conversio ad phantasmata).

On the basis of the acquired concepts, or first intentions 
of things, such as human being, the mind can build further 
concepts. These are second intentions; for example, the 
mind can recognize that there are different ways of concep-
tualizing things, such as living being, animal, and human 
being. Recognizing these different kinds of conceptualiza-
tions, the mind forms classificatory concepts, such as spe-
cies and genus. Furthermore, the mind can investigate the 
role of concepts in propositions and thus form the concepts 
subject and predicate. A controversial issue—notably dis-
cussed by Thomas Aquinas, Radulphus Brito, and Hervaeus 
Natalis—is whether second intentions are constituted only 
by comparing extramental things with each other, or whether 
an intramental comparison of the corresponding concepts is 
required. If the former is the case, then the intellect depends 
on the work of the imagination, since without phantasms it 
would not be able to compare individuals. If the latter is the 
case, then forming second intentions involves some sort of 
mental reflection through which the mind refers to itself. In 
both cases, second intentions are grounded in first intentions.

Another point of debate is whether first and second inten-
tions mean only the concepts of things or also the things 
themselves. This controversy stems from the ambiguity 
of the term intentio, which some authors use only for con-
cepts, and others also use for the things of which we have 
concepts, precisely to the extent that we have concepts of 
them. Authors endorsing the latter view typically conceive 
of intentions as a matter of correlation between things and 
our understandings of them (Pinborg 1974; Pini 2002, ch. 2 
and 3; de Rijk 2005; Amerini 2011a).

19 See, Kitâb al-Shifâ’, al-Ilâhiyyât [Metaphysics] I, cap. 2 (Avicenna 
2005, p. 7). See also Kitâb al-Shifâ’, al-Madkhal [Isagoge] (Avicenna 
1952, p. 15). Engl. trans. in Street and Germann (2013). A similar 
distinction can be already found in al-Farabi (Gyekye 1971; Oschman 
2018).



102 M. Summa et al.

1 3

An important author who defends the claim that first and 
second intentions should be understood in connection with 
the things to which concepts refer is Hervaeus Natalis. Her-
vaeus contends that a mental act forming a concept directed 
at an extramental thing is a necessary but not sufficient con-
dition for the thing to be cognized. If the mind’s intention—
its tending toward something—does not conform with that 
at which it is directed, cognition remains empty. There is 
a further necessary formal requirement for the realization 
of cognition, consisting in the backward relation from an 
object to the mental act. But how does this relation come 
about if not through an act of cognition? Fabrizio Amerini’s 
contribution to this special issue focuses on how Hervaeus, 
elaborating on Thomas Aquinas’s account of double inten-
tions, understands this requirement in a non-circular way. 
Both Hervaeus and Aquinas also emphasize the foundational 
relations between first and second intentions: both first and 
second intentions are ultimately grounded in real things, and 
as Amerini shows, second intentions, which are based on the 
comparison of the things understood through first intentions, 
are also founded on first intentions.

3.2  The Phenomenology of Intentions Directed 
at Objects and at Concepts

That Brentano was at least indirectly familiar with the dis-
tinction between first and second intentions can be assumed 
on the basis of his education, which was influenced by nine-
teenth-century neo-scholasticism (Cesalli and Taieb 2018; 
Binder 2019, pp. 36–64). In his contribution to this volume, 
Hamid Taieb shows that in hitherto unpublished manu-
scripts, Brentano used the medieval distinction between 
first and second intention to clarify the relations between 
an object, its presentation, and the content of that presenta-
tion. Taieb shows the extent to which Brentano’s concep-
tion undermines our cognitive access to extramental real-
ity. Furthermore, he shows that Brentano’s conception of 
first and second intentions is similar to medieval accounts 
according to which first intentions designate what is primar-
ily conceived—that is, things themselves—whereas second 
intentions are derivative modes of conceiving those things.

Husserl’s texts, by contrast, do not suggest that he was 
familiar with the complex medieval debates about first and 
second intentions. However, the phenomenological analy-
ses of concept formation and idealization display some 
significant convergences with the medieval discussions. 
Simplifying a rather complex theory20—involving discus-
sions of material and formal ontology, as well as formal 
apophantics and the theory of meaning—we can say that a 

double intention characterizes acts that are responsible for (i) 
the formation of general concepts and (ii) the formation of 
formal concepts. Husserl emphasizes the importance of not 
conflating the intentional processes underlying generaliza-
tion and formalization (Husserl 1969, pp. 48–49; 1983, pp. 
26–27), and investigates the structures of double intention-
ality pertaining to both processes. In both cases, what we 
intend is a category—a material one in generalization and a 
formal one in formalization. Also, a categorial intuition, that 
is, the act through which categories are cognized, has the 
structure of a double intention: the intention of the complex 
act directed at the category is founded on the intention of a 
straightforward act directed at individuals (Husserl 2001b, 
pp. 271–272).

(i) Generalization is the process through which material 
concepts or categories, also called “species” in the Logical 
Investigations, are formed. An example of a material concept 
is red. The intention directed at species can only be founded 
on the intention directed at singular objects. Thus, for exam-
ple, we can intend a red object in a straightforward act such 
as a perception, and thereby mean precisely this individual 
red object; but we can also intend the redness of the object, 
that is to say, the red in specie, “the single identical Red” 
(Husserl 2001a, p. 237). This is a “novel conscious man-
ner”—or an intention grounded in the intention directed at 
the individual—“through which precisely the Species, and 
not the individual, becomes our object” (Husserl 2001a, p. 
237). Starting from the apprehension of this red in specie, 
we can proceed to further levels of generalizing intentions 
and build further material concepts, such as carmine red, 
scarlet red, red, color, etc. We can recognize here a founda-
tional relation between what we can call a first, or straight-
forward, intention directed at the individual, and a second, or 
idealizing, intention directed at the species. On the basis of 
this latter intention further levels of generality can be built. 
Idealization and generalization are double intentions that 
maintain the material content. Accordingly, the intentional 
structure is comparable to the relation in medieval philoso-
phy between phantasmata and first intentions.

(ii) Formalization is the process through which are 
intended formal categories, that is, categories that are devoid 
of any material content. Pure forms include categories such 
as object in general, something, subject, predicate, conjunc-
tion, disjunction, genus, species, etc. Formal categories can 
be ontological or apophantic; in both cases, according to 
Husserl, they can be intended and cognized thanks to a kind 
of abstraction from all the material content, or an abstracting 
operation that isolates the form by considering it as the form 
of all possible content, but not of any specific or concrete 
content (see Husserl 1969, pp. 48–49; 1983, pp. 26–27). 
The formal category object in general can be filled by any-
thing that can be taken as objectual being. The category 
subject can be filled by any concept that can grammatically 

20 See, e.g., Jansen (2017), Lohmar (1998, 2005, 2008), De Santis 
(2021), and Sowa (2007, 2021).
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function as a subject of a judgment, etc. In this case too, 
we have a double intentional structure, for the abstracting 
intention directed at the form is grounded in the straight-
forward intention directed at concrete individuals. There is 
a complex process of abstraction in which the individual is 
co-intended while the form is abstracted. This can accord-
ingly be considered analogous to the relation between first 
and second intentions.

4  Action and Emotion

Acts with a double intentional structure can be identified 
not only in the sphere of cognition, but also in that of emo-
tion, volition, and action. Notably, double intentionality also 
characterizes the sharing of these kinds of experience with 
other persons. In the following, we briefly introduce some of 
the issues in these domains that can be fruitfully addressed 
by identifying a double intentional structure.

4.1  Means, Ways, and Ends in Action

4.1.1  Medieval Approaches to Intention and Action

Thomas Aquinas represents a clear example of a medieval 
account of double intentionality for the theory of action 
(Müller 2018). He devotes an entire chapter of the Summa 
theologiae to practical intentions (ST I-II, q. 12), where he 
holds that the term intentio is properly applied to mental acts 
by means of which we want to do something—that is, acts 
of the power of the human will—rather than cognitive acts, 
such as perceptions or understandings. This captures well the 
way in which we use the term intention in ordinary language 
today. Aquinas’s conception of action involves two main ele-
ments: (i) the end for the sake of which a person acts—a per-
son must want something to accomplish it and has reasons 
to strive for it; (ii) the means she takes to reach the intended 
end—she needs to deliberate about and take the proper steps 
to arrive at what she desires. Aquinas thinks that there must 
therefore be two intentions involved in an action.21

Does this mean that intentional action requires two 
mental acts? Or are the intention directed at the ultimate 
end, which Aquinas also calls prima intentio,22 and the 
intention directed at the intermediary ends part of one and 
the same mental act? He conceives of these intentions as 

teleologically interrelated: the ultimate end is the reason for 
performing the intermediate actions, and thus the interme-
diate goals are subordinated to the ultimate end. Accord-
ingly, both the intermediate goals and the ultimate ends are 
intended in one and the same act of intention.

Aquinas speaks of an intention directed at two ends as an 
act of the human will. But his theory of action is also closely 
connected with the moral value of an intention from an ethi-
cal point of view.23 The question for medieval theologians 
like Aquinas is whether the intention, as an act of the will 
alone, is morally qualifiable or whether the circumstances of 
such an intention, such as the time and the place in which an 
action takes place, should also be counted as morally good 
or bad (ST I-II, q. 7). Every human action is accompanied 
by particular circumstances, and although they are not the 
action itself, they are related to the action and “touch” it, 
some of them more than others.

The question of what belongs to the circumstances of an 
act and what does not is crucial for John Duns Scotus and 
William Ockham with regard to the individuation of acts of 
the will. Both agree with Aquinas on the double intentional-
ity of intentions in human actions. Consequently, they con-
sider “being good” and “being bad” to be intrinsic properties 
of acts of willing. As Sonja Schierbaum shows in her contri-
bution to this issue, Scotus’s and Ockham’s conceptions of 
action differ insofar as Scotus considers also the particular 
embodied actions resulting from an act of the will to have 
an intrinsic moral quality, whereas Ockham thinks that only 
interior acts of willing are intrinsically good or bad. On Ock-
ham’s account, all circumstances, including the end and the 
judgment of right reason, are partial objects of these acts.

4.1.2  Goal‑Orientedness and Execution 
in the Phenomenology of Action

In phenomenological theories of action, double intentional-
ity helps to clarify both how goal-oriented action arises and 
how intention and execution are related. As to the genesis 
of action, the general idea is that we should not analyze 
goal-directed actions in terms of behavior plus intention, 
but rather consider how the very intention to reach a goal is 
shaped on the basis of an instinctual kind of agency that is 
intentional in the broad sense of indeterminate directedness 
(Husserl 1989, 2020b; Merleau-Ponty 1963).24 The forma-
tion of a goal-directed intention presupposes an attentional 

21 ST I-II, q. 12, art. 3, co. (Thomas Aquinas 1891, p. 95b): “For 
intention is not only of the ultimate end, as has been said, but also 
of an intermediary end. Now one intends at the same time, both 
the proximate and the last end; as the preparation of medicine and 
health.”.
22 ST I-II, q. 1, art. 6, ad 3 (Thomas Aquinas 1891, p. 14b); ST II-II, 
q. 83, art. 13, co. (1897, p. 206a).

23 As Müller (2018) argues, this does not prevent us from concep-
tually distinguishing practical intentionality from the ethical implica-
tions of the theory of action.
24 This kind of pre-voluntary agency can be considered to correspond 
to behavior, if the latter is not reduced to the mere conception of stim-
ulus/response, but rather is considered intentional in the broad sense 
of having some kind of open directedness. See Merleau-Ponty (1963).
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turn, which makes explicit and determines the open tend-
ing-toward as a being-directed at a goal or an object (see 
Summa and Mertens 2018). Accordingly, double intentional-
ity makes up the structure of acting to the extent that every 
intention explicitly directed at a goal presupposes and takes 
up within itself an implicit instinctual intention as a tending-
toward (Husserl 2020b, pp. 67–68, 87–88, 99–100; cf. Spano 
2021).

The relation between intending and executing is tied to 
this dynamic of shaping explicit intentions out of an inde-
terminate tending-toward. This structure of the relation 
between intention and execution holds for both straightfor-
ward actions (i.e., actions that are not composed of other 
actions, but rather occur in one go, like raising one’s hand 
to grasp a cigar) and for complex actions (which are instead 
composed of partial actions, or Teilhandlungen, like buy-
ing a cake for the coffee break) (Husserl 2020b, pp. 6–7). 
Only in the latter case can we properly speak of a means-end 
relation: we want to buy the cake, and to this end we have 
to stand up, take our wallet, and go to the bakery before it 
closes. Yet in both cases we can speak of a relation between 
the aim of the action and the ways (Wege) of accomplishing 
it, mainly consisting in a bodily executive “doing” (Tun), 
which is intentional in a broad sense (Husserl 2020b, pp. 
38–39). Thus, in both straightforward and complex actions, 
there is an interweaving of two intentions: one directed at the 
goal that is to be reached, and another directed at the ways 
(and possibly the means).

The articulation of intending and executing through par-
tial and total intentions was reformulated with explicit refer-
ence to the paradigm of double intentionality by Hans Reiner 
(1927), who focuses on the relation between total unitary 
action and its partial moments (see Erhard 2019). What the 
action of buying the cake explicitly intends is something 
that transcends the action itself, for example, possessing the 
cake in order to be able to share it with others at a party or 
to enjoy it during the coffee break. But in another sense, we 
can say that when we intend to eat cake, this also involves 
intending to go to the bakery and not, for example, intend-
ing to bike home right away. If we intended to bike home 
instead of going to the bakery, and still claimed that the 
aim of our voluntary action was to buy a cake at the bakery, 
then there would clearly be something wrong with coor-
dinating the two intentionalities: the intention directed at 
the end and the intention directed at the ways or the means 
for executing the action are not mutually fitted. In complex 
actions, double intentionality is tied to the moment of reso-
lution (Entschluss), which expresses the willing of the total 
action. Here the genesis of action also plays a role, for the 

willing, which is rooted in a pre-voluntary and open drive, 
is what gives unity to the total action.

4.2  Emotional Experience

4.2.1  The Formal Object: Medieval and Contemporary 
Approaches

The term intentio plays a crucial role in the medieval the-
ory of emotions. Take the famous example from Avicenna 
of the sheep that flees at the sight of a wolf. It seems clear 
that the sheep flees because it is afraid of the wolf. But how 
can we explain how the sheep’s feeling of fear comes about? 
Avicenna holds that when the sheep sees a wolf, it receives 
not only the various sensible features of the wolf, but also 
what Avicenna calls ma’ânî, rendered in the Latin West as 
intentiones: certain connotational attributes, in this case the 
dangerousness of the wolf (see Hasse 2000). Questions as to 
what exactly such a connotational attribute might be and how 
it is transmitted from the wolf and received by the sheep were 
extensively debated in the Middle Ages (Perler 2012; Oelze 
2018). Regardless of what exactly the ontological status of an 
intention like that of dangerousness is and how the underlying 
psychological mechanism is to be understood, such an intentio 
is supposed to provide an explanation of the emotion of fear.

A common way of explaining particular emotions (e.g., 
fear, anger, joy) is to say that each emotion has a formal 
object on account of which an emotion is cognitively eval-
uable; for example, fear is directed at an object which is 
evaluated as bad or threatening, whereas joy is directed at 
an object which is evaluated as good or useful. Emotions can 
thus be classified and investigated according to their formal 
objects (Perler 2018). However, in Aquinas feelings or emo-
tions are not considered as always having just one simple 
formal object. Again, we can see a double intentionality at 
work, namely, with respect to a double object underlying the 
emotional response. Aquinas holds that emotions such as joy 
and sorrow can be conceived as being directed at a simple 
object when the appetitive power simply adheres to some-
thing good, as when we enjoy drinking wine. Love and hate 
typically have a complex object at which they are directed: 
in loving someone we wish them something good, and both 
the beloved persons and what we wish them are considered 
under the aspect of good, while in hating someone we wish 
them something bad, and both the hated persons and what 
we wish them are considered under the aspect of evil. Anger, 
on the other hand, is directed both at something bad, namely, 
the actions of someone who has harmed us, and at something 
good, namely, the vengeance we seek (ST I-II, q. 46, art. 2).
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The formal object approach has also inspired modern phi-
losophers, notably raising the following two questions25: (i) 
How is it possible to conceive of the relation between par-
ticular objects and the formal object of an emotion? (ii) How 
is it possible to assess emotions on account of their formal 
object? In their contribution to this issue, Tricia Magalotti 
and Uriah Kriegel take up these questions by elaborating on 
the formal object approach in order to account for the episte-
mology of emotions. Regarding the first question, they pro-
pose to conceive of emotions as having both an intentional 
object, which an emotion represents, and an intentional 
mode or attitude, which frames how the object is represented 
in an emotional state. Regarding the second question, they 
show that emotions, unlike belief, do not have truth as their 
formal object; however, they still are epistemically assess-
able insofar as they are “constitutively evidence-responsive”.

4.2.2  Indirect Emotions and Shared Emotions 
as Phenomenological Case Studies

Brentano claims that every intentional act either is a rep-
resentation or is grounded in a representation, arguing that 
emotional and volitional acts and judgments presuppose the 
representation of their object.26 To fear a wolf, and thus to 
grasp it as something dangerous and to be avoided, requires 
that one have a representation of it. In 1874 Brentano had 
argued that all presentations are accompanied by emotions, 
but he later held that there are presentations which occur 
without an accompanying feeling (Brentano 1995, pp. 
207–208, 215).

Brentano’s approach to the foundational relation between 
representations on the one hand and emotional and voli-
tional acts on the other was criticized by Husserl. The gist 
of the critique consists in the rejection of the assumptions 
that emotional and volitional acts are founded on acts of rep-
resentation. Departing from Brentano’s terminology, Hus-
serl resorts instead to a distinction between objectivating 
and non-objectivating acts (see Melle 1990). He argues that 
the concept of representation needs to be disambiguated; in 
particular, we need to distinguish between the act and what 
Husserl calls the intentional matter of representation. While 
denying that non-objectivating acts are founded on the repre-
sentational acts, Husserl argues that we should consider non-
objectivating acts as founded on the intentional matter of a 

representation, that is, on the object of a representation in its 
specific mode of appearance (Husserl 2001b, pp. 128–129).

Accordingly, for Husserl the paradigm of double inten-
tionality understood on the basis of the relation to a formal 
object seems not to be applicable to the analysis of direct 
emotions. My fear of a wolf is directed at the wolf imme-
diately experienced as dangerous; what this act presup-
poses is thus the givenness of the wolf as dangerous. The 
fear of the wolf, on Husserl’s description, does not involve 
a directedness to a formal object dangerousness but consists 
in a directedness to the particular object that is a wolf in 
a specific mode of appearance as dangerous. The wolf is 
thus the only object in Husserl’s understanding of the fear 
of the wolf. However, if we extend the remarks on double 
intentionality in the directedness to objects and concepts 
(see Sect. 3.2. above), a parallel with the theory of the for-
mal object—and therefore also with the epistemic approach 
proposed by Magalotti and Kriegel—may be consistent 
with Husserl’s view on emotions. Just as when we see a red 
object we can focus our attention on the red in specie in the 
same way, when we perceive a dangerous object we can turn 
our attention to the dangerousness in specie. In both cases, 
we would perform an “ideational abstraction” (ideierende 
Abstraktion), which entails a relation to both the particu-
lar object and the general concept (Husserl 2001a, pp. 145, 
308–309).

The paradigm of double intentionality plays a more sub-
stantial role when it comes to Husserl’s phenomenology 
of indirect emotions such as approval (Billigung) (Husserl 
2020a, pp. 261–319). For instance, if we approve of our 
anger at someone, we have an emotional intentionality that 
is directed at another emotion, which in turn has a direct 
object. The intentionality of approval has a double character 
to the extent that it involves a stance—which is not itself 
cognitive but emotional—regarding one’s own emotions, 
and thus also encompasses the intentional structure of the 
original direct emotions.

Emotional acts are in most contexts characterized by their 
intersubjective and social character. A closer assessment of 
how the paradigm of double intentionality can be fruitfully 
applied to the analysis of specifically intersubjective and 
social emotions, such as shame, pride, envy, etc., is certainly 
desirable. At least implicitly, several studies suggest that 
these emotions have a double intentional structure.27 Another 
issue, partially related to this one, concerns collective emo-
tions. In this regard, as Alessandro Salice emphasizes in 
his contribution, a problem connected with the broader 
issue of the relation between object-consciousness and self-
consciousness arises (see Sect. 2 above). Salice argues that, 

25 See, notably, Kenny (1963), who makes explicit reference to Bren-
tano and Aquinas, as well as de Sousa (1987), Goldie (2000), and 
Prinz (2004).
26 Brentano (1995) subsumes emotional and volitional states equally 
under the third class of psychic phenomena of love and hate or senti-
mental relation (Gemütsbeziehung). He cites Aristotle and Aquinas in 
support of this view.

27 See, e.g., Fuchs (2002), Rinofner-Kreidl (2009, 2014), Salice and 
Montes Sánchez (2016), and Zahavi (2014, 2020).
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in collective emotions, we are pre-reflectively self-aware in 
a way that differs from individual experiences. Pre-reflec-
tive self-awareness in the experience of shared emotions is 
articulated in a more complex way insofar as it includes the 
awareness of ourselves not only as individuals, but also as 
we, that is, as members of a group. Accordingly, a phenom-
enological theory of collective emotions should be based on 
the double intentional relation between our self-awareness as 
group members and our shared object-directedness.

5  Concluding Remarks

This introduction has brought to the fore the plurality of 
facets of the theoretical models of double intentionality. This 
plurality is due partly to the scope of the various models 
and partly to their historical and theoretical embeddedness. 
The individual domains of inquiry that require an analy-
sis of double intentionality, as well as the different theo-
retical approaches, display some shared structures. In some 
respects, however, individual theories remain constitutively 
distinct and irreducible to a common denominator. A syn-
optic perspective on double intentionality through the lens 
of phenomenology and medieval philosophy has the merit 
of bringing to light precisely this plurality of research fields 
while providing a preliminary systematization of the the-
oretical models of double intentionality and of the fields 
to which they apply. It remains an exciting task for future 
research to delve into the specifics of the structure of double 
intentionality in each area, to probe the validity of individual 
theories of double intentionality, to develop new ones, and 
to assess the impact of these theories for inquiry into experi-
ence and cognition.
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