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In his Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, Thomas Reid writes that

all philosophers, from Plato to Mr. Hume, agree in this: that we do not perceive external

objects  immediately,  and  that  the  immediate  object  of  perception  must  be  some image

present to the mind. (Essay 2, ch. 7)

Reid is, to be sure, wrong when he tells us that all philosophers from Plato to Mr. Hume

defied common sense and subscribed to the theory of ideas, and as a result were in one

form  or  another  representationalists  as  opposed  to  direct  realists  about  perception.

Indeed, most philosophers in the High Middle Ages agreed that what we immediately

perceive  are external objects and that the immediate object of perception must  not be

some image present to the mind.  Yet most philosophers in the High Middle Ages also

held, following Aristotle, that perception is a process wherein the perceiver takes on the

likeness of the external object.  This likeness—called a species—is a representation by

means of which we immediately perceive the external object.  But how can perception

be  at  once  immediate  or  direct  and  at  the  same  time  mediated  by  way  of  a

representation?

Thomas Aquinas defended this thesis.  According to Aquinas, all forms of cognition, from

vision on up, require species as representations.1 Even though cognition is in some sense mediated

by such representations, Aquinas also held that it is direct: what we immediately perceive is the

external object and not its representation in us by means of which we perceive it.2 Durand of St.-

Pourçain, his Dominican confrere, rejects this view.  During direct acts of perception, he argued, a

species is not at all necessary in order to represent the object, for the mere presence of the object to

the percipient is sufficient.  Indeed, if a species were to mediate as a representation, then we would

be aware of it, which we evidently are not.3 

Durand’s attack raised the ire of proponents of the species-theory of cognition well into the



early modern period.  One criticism of it, recently reiterated by Robert Pasnau in his book Theories

of Cognition, is that Durand misrepresents the theory.  A species is not a representation in which an

external  object is perceived but  rather  a representation by means of which it is perceived, and we

need not be aware of such representations.4

In what follows, I want to re-evaluate the success of Durand’s criticism of representational

species.  I will first (§1) examine the charge that he misrepresents the theory, showing that he does

not misunderstand the distinction between two kinds of representations.  Quite the contrary, Durand

recognizes that very distinction.  I will then (§2) put forward a new interpretation of his criticism of

the species-theory of cognition (henceforth: STC).

1. Durand’s Purported Misinterpretation of the STC 

1.1. Dialectical Context: The Causal vs. the Representational Role of Species

In the present article, I will limit myself to just one aspect of Durand’s criticism of the STC,

namely, his refutation  of the thesis that  species are representations.  Durand,  in common with his

contemporaries, recognizes two roles attributed to species.  On the one hand, species are understood

to be necessary in our account of the causation, or coming-to-be, of cognitive acts: a species is an

item that somehow causes, or contributes to the causation of, a cognitive act.5 On the other hand,

species are understood  to be necessary in our account of the aboutness  or representationality of

cognitive acts: a  species, so to say, directs or leads the cognitive agent to the cognition of some

other item, and this inasmuch as it is taken to be a kind of likeness or representation of it. 

While Durand does raise a number of interesting arguments against the first, causal, role

associated with  species,  we  can  set  these  aside,  for  regardless  of  whether  or  not  a  species is

necessary in order to bring about a cognitive act, there is still a further question as to whether it is a

representation.  As Durand puts it at the close of his discussion of the causal role of species:

But through what is the sense object presented to the sense or the intelligible object to



the intellect?  Is this through a species or through something else?  An answer will not

be given here since I intend to take up this topic elsewhere.  However, this alone should

be held based upon what has been said: a species isn’t required as what elicits the act

per se but only, if it is even required at all, as what represents the object.6

1.2. Durand’s Purportedly Bad Argument against the STC

One argument Durand adduces against representational  species does seem to invite the criticism

that he misunderstands his opponents’ position.  In Sent. 2-C.3.6, he writes:

Such a species, if it were to lead one to the cognition of something else, would do this

as a likeness [...] and so it would have the nature of an image.  But an image that leads

one to the cognition of that of which it is an image is cognized first, which can’t be said

about such species.7

Durand’s argument is simple.  In order for an image to represent what  it represents, it must  be

apprehended before what it represents is apprehended, for in general representations are objects of

cognition.   As  he  puts  it in  the passage  that  precedes  this  one,  “Everything  through which  a

cognitive power is led to [a cognition of] something else as through a representative is cognized

first.”8 For instance, the word ‘Hercules’, the statue of Hercules in the courtyard, and his reflection

in  the  pond  each  represent  Hercules,  and  in  order  for  them  to  do  so  they  must  at  least  be

apprehended beforehand: Socrates hears the word ‘Hercules’ or sees his statue or reflection in the

pond and  then he thinks about Hercules.   Hence,  a  species,  were it  a representation,  would be

cognized before what it represents is cognized.  But, evidently, when I perceive an external object, I

do not do so by way of a prior apprehension of a species. 

According to a common objection to Durand’s criticism, Durand misrepresents the theory he aims



to  attack,  for  he  fails  to  recognize  that  there  are  two  sorts  of  representations:  ordinary

representations which, when looked upon or cognized, lead one to the cognition of some other item,

and special ones, like a species, which lead one to the cognition of some other item despite the fact

that they are not cognized at all.  For instance, John Capreolus, a 15th-century author known during

the early modern period as the  princeps thomistarum,  writes in his  Defensiones theologiae diui

Thomae Aquinatis that Durand

was  deceived  by  an  equivocation  in  the  terms  ‘image’,  ‘likeness’,  or  ‘medium of

cognition’, for each of these is said in many ways, for there is a medium of cognition in

which (medium in quo), a medium of cognition by means of which (medium quo), and a

medium of cognition under which (medium sub quo).  In the case of the sense of sight,

the medium of cognition under which is light,  the medium by means of which is  a

species impressed upon the sense, and the medium in which is a mirror or some other

object outside the one who is seeing which, when looked upon, leads the sense to the

cognition of some other item.  And just as I distinguish here between many media, so

also one can draw these distinctions in the case of [the term] ‘image’.  For an impressed

species is an image by means of which (imago qua) a thing is seen and a mirror or a

statue is an image in which (imago in qua) that item is seen.  Hence, it is answered [to

Durand’s argument] that an image in which a thing is seen is seen before [the thing is

seen], but an image by means of which a thing is seen is not.9

More recently, Robert Pasnau has reiterated this charge, telling us that Durand’s argument is a good

example of a bad argument against Aquinas because Durand fails to recognize “that the following

situation is  perfectly conceivable:  X represents Y to A, and A thereby perceives  Y without A’s

perceiving X” (Theories of Cognition, 18).

According to Capreolus and Pasnau—and Aquinas too as they interpret him—a species is a

representation, but  it is not an ordinary representation.   There are two kinds of representations:



ordinary ones in which something else is apprehended (a medium in quo), like statues, and special

ones  by means of  which something else is  apprehended (a  medium quo),  such as  species.   An

ordinary representation is apprehended before what it represents is apprehended whereas a special

representation is not.  A species is a special representation and so it is not itself cognized before

what it represents is cognized.10

2. Defensio Durandi: A New Interpretation of Durand’s Criticism of the STC

It would be an embarrassment indeed if Durand did glide over the scholastic distinction between a

representation  conceived  of  as  a  medium  quo and  one  taken  to  be  a  medium  in  quo.   But,

fortunately, Capreolus is mistaken when he tells us that Durand was unaware of this distinction.  In

another text (Sent. 4-C.49.2), Durand recognizes that very distinction, noting that

there are three media involved in vision, namely, a medium by means of which (medium

quo), such as a species in the eye or an intelligible species in the intellect (according to

those who postulate these); a medium under which (medium sub quo) [...]; and there is a

third medium, a medium in which (medium in quo) the thing is said to be seen, such as,

in the case of corporeal vision, a mirror in which or by the mediation of which someone

sees their own face, or, in the case of intellectual vision, an effect through which its

cause is cognized or something like this.  But this latter kind of medium is not a mere

means of cognizing something else (solum ratio cognoscendi alterum), which is what a

species is said to be, but it is rather a cognized medium (medium cognitum).11

Durand here admits that a representational  species is  understood to be a  medium quo and not a

medium in quo: it is a representation by means of which someone sees something else, and it is not

itself seen or apprehended.



Durand is fully aware that his opponent believes that a  species is a special and not an ordinary

representation.  How, then, are we to understand his argument against the view?  Durand’s overall

criticism of representational species, I submit, is best viewed as having two parts.  On the one hand,

Durand seems to think that the STC is committed to a rather strange and uncommon notion of what

it  means  for  one  thing  to  represent  another,  for  ordinary  cases  of  representation  involve

representations in which and not representations by means of which.  Indeed, Durand does not think

there is such a thing as a special representation.  Hence, there is a kind of burden on the theory to

establish the notion of special representation.  Call this  the burden-of-proof argument.  Durand’s

purportedly bad argument quoted above falls into this first part.  On the other hand, Durand reasons,

the going attempts at cashing out the notion of a special representation are either entirely mysterious

or they land us with the thesis that species can’t represent what they are supposed to represent,

namely, mind-independent features of reality.  Call this the inadequacy argument.  In this section, I

will first go over the burden-of-proof argument (§2.1), and then turn to the inadequacy argument

(§2.2).

2.1. The Burden-Of-Proof Argument

The burden-of-proof argument is simple, although, to my knowledge, Durand doesn’t come out and

state it explicitly.  Recall from our discussion of Durand’s purportedly bad argument  one of the

assumptions that it makes, namely, that all representations are objects of cognition.  Durand doesn’t

provide much  by way of a defense of this thesis.  He tells us that a representation “stands in the

place  of”  what  it  represents,  and so if  what  it  represents  is  an object  of  cognition,  so too the

representation must be an object of cognition.12 Now, one might well object that this thesis is false.

But  the question is:  Whose  burden is  it  to  establish the  truth  or  falsity  of  the  thesis  that all

representations  are  objects  of  cognition?   Indeed,  Aquinas  and  the  proponent  of  the  STC are

admittedly committed to a special or uncommon notion of representation, the common notion being,

as Capreolus points out, that of an entity which functions as an object of cognition, such as a statue



or  a  mirror.   Hence,  so  it  would  seem,  it is  Aquinas’s  burden  to  establish the falsity  of  this

assumption, namely, by clarifying how representations represent something to a cognizer without

being cognized.

The idea that the burden is on Aquinas and not Durand gains some added traction once we

recognize the broader dialectical situation.  Pace Reid, both Durand and Aquinas are committed to

direct realism about perception—that is, the view that external objects and not their representations

are the immediate objects of perception.13 But granted this shared commitment, it would seem that

Aquinas and not Durand bears some special  burden to explain why appeal  to  representation is

required at  all.   Hence,  the idea is  this:  Aquinas  is  appealing to  a  rather  mysterious notion of

representation, so the burden is his to explain it—especially since there are other ways of preserving

direct realism in perception than by appeal to mysterious types of representation—viz., Durand’s

own anti-representationalist proposal.

2.2. The Inadequacy Argument

The burden-of-proof argument is that, as Durand sees it, there is a burden on the STC to explain

what it might mean for a representation to represent some item to the mind while remaining, all the

while, unperceived.  The inadequacy argument attacks the STC from a separate front.  A species is

either  an  ordinary  representation  (in  which  case  it  is  perceived  before  what  it  represents  is

perceived) or it is a special representation (in which case it is not).  However, a  species can’t be

special representations since in virtue of that very fact, that is, in virtue of the fact that it is not at all

perceived, it won’t be able to represent what it is supposed to represent, namely, substances and

corporeal  accidents.   A  species,  in  other  words,  conceived  of  as  a  special  representation,  is

inadequate, incapable of doing the job it was supposed to do.  

Here’s how Durand puts the argument in Sent. 2-A.3.5:

If  there  were  species representative  of  things  in  an  angel,  then  they  would  be



representatives in the manner of either (1) a cognized medium (medium cognitum) or (2)

a mere [i.e., uncognized] means of cognizing (solum ratio cognoscendi). (1) Not in the

manner of a cognized medium, first of all, because this is not how we usually use the

term  ‘species’[…].  (2)  Nor  can  a  species be  a  mere  [i.e.,  uncognized]  means  of

cognizing,  since any such  species representing something and the form immediately

represented by it are the same in specific kind, although they might differ in how they

exist.  However, nothing existing in the mind of an angel can be the same in species

(much less in genus) with the quiddity of a thing, since the latter is a substance whereas

the species is an accident.14

What I have been calling the inadequacy argument is (2): a  species, conceived of as a special or

uncognized  representation,  can’t  represent  certain  extramental  features  of  reality  which  it  is

supposed to represent. 

Consider the question: In virtue of what does a species represent whatever it represents?  In

virtue of what, for instance, does a species of cats represent cats rather than dogs?15 Now, the fact

that a  species is a special and not an ordinary representation puts certain constraints on what our

answer to this question might be.  Indeed, Durand argues, as we will see in a moment, that the only

plausible answer available to the proponent of the STC is that a species, conceived of as a special

representation, represents X (and not Y) owing to the fact that it bears a relation of what I will call

formal  sameness with X (and not Y).  As he puts it in the quote above, the “species representing

something and the form immediately represented by it are the same in specific kind, although they

might differ in how they exist.”

However,  Durand  argues,  the  formal  sameness  thesis  seems  to  be  problematic,  for  an

intelligible  species, at least, is  an incorporeal accident, and so it can’t be  formally  the same as a

substance or a corporeal accident.16 By the   same token,   it   can’t   think   about   the   corporeal

accidents   of things through   a species, since in an angel, which is a purely spiritual  substance,



there  can’t be an accident  that  is the  same in kind with corporeal accidents.  (n. 20)15Hence, if

what  a  thought  is  about  is  a  matter  of  a  formal  sameness  that  obtains  between a  species—an

incorporeal accidental quality in the mind17—and some other item, then none of our thoughts can be

said  to  be  about  substances  or  corporeal  accidents.   A  species,  conceived  of  as  a  special

representation, just can’t represent what it is supposed to represent.

But  why should we believe Durand when he tells us that a  species must be  formally the

same as whatever it represents?  While Durand adduces a number of different arguments aimed at

showing that the proponent of the STC is committed to this thesis,18 the argument I wish to look at

here  bears  upon the  thesis  that  the  species is  an  uncognized representation.   In  Sent.  2-A.3.5,

Durand writes:

An item  which is a mere [i.e.,  uncognized] means of cognizing and not, properly,  a

cognized medium does not lead [the mind]  to a cognition  of some other item except

because it is a perfect likeness (perfecta similitudo) of it. [...] A cognized medium, by

contrast, can lead [the mind]  to a cognition of some other item because of whatever

relationship, for instance, as its cause or its effect, as like it (simile) or its opposite, or in

whatever other way, but a species because of likeness alone, as was said.  However, a

perfect likeness does not obtain between two items that are distinct in kind.19

In Sent. 4-C.49.2 he adds:

Representation, since it is a relationship between the thing representing and that which

is represented,  has a foundation  by reason of which ‘represents’ is true  of it [i.e., the

representing thing].  But this can’t be anything  but the nature  of a  species,  not  qua

effect, since ‘represents’ isn’t true of many effects.  If one were to run through all the

other  [options],  one  would  never  find  a  ground  (ratio)  or  foundation  for  such

representation.  For it is not found in all things, but just in those items that are univocal



effects, albeit effects that fall short of the perfection of their kind, effects which do not

terminate the act of a [cognitive] power and so are not objects of cognition (as opposed

to  items  that  are  like  [simile]  each  other).   Rather,  a  species is  a  mere  means  of

cognizing some other item as a likeness (similitudo), for if it didn’t belong to the same

kind  as  the  thing  which  it  represents,  then  it  couldn’t  be  a  means  of  perfectly

representing some other item.20

These arguments are a bit compressed, but I take it that part of what Durand has in mind here is the

following.  A species must be a perfect likeness (perfecta similitudo) of what it represents since it,

unlike an ordinary representation, is able to represent whatever it represents without being itself the

object of perception.  Hence, it must be the same in specific kind (at least) with what it represents,

for if it were of a different kind then we would have to perceive it in order for it to represent what it

represents.  Ordinary representations, like statues and words, are able to represent items that differ

in kind precisely because we perceive such representations and make an explicit inference to what

they represent based upon one or more of their features.  Hence, a painting of a sheep can represent

a real sheep, even though the painting isn’t itself a sheep.  Likewise, an incorporeal quality (such as

a  species)  could represent  a  corporeal  quality,  but  this  would  require  us  to  be  aware  of  the

incorporeal quality.  

However,  if  we are not aware of the representation,  as the STC supposes, then, Durand

reasons, the representation and what it represents must be the same in kind.  We might suppose that

what Durand has in mind is the concession that one item of a certain kind can perfectly represent

another item of the same kind with regard to the feature that makes it a member of that kind such

that I am all the while unaware that I perceived the latter by means of the former: one red item

might be said to represent some other red item with respect to its redness such that I am all the

while unaware that I perceived the latter by means of the former.  Now, we might be able to put to

use such a strict notion of representation in our theory of mind.  Indeed, we might suppose that if



sensible species are corporeal qualities then they can perfectly represent external corporeal qualities

which are the same in kind as them.  But we won’t be able to put to use any notion of representation

other  than  this,  for  any  other  sort  of  representation  would  require  us  to  be  aware  of  the

representation.

Hence, we are stuck between two horns.  On the one hand, we can claim that thea species is

formally the same as what it represents and so we can also claim that a species is an uncognized

representation; but then species—at least intelligible species—will be unable to represent what they

are supposed to represent (substances and corporeal accidents).  On the other hand, we can reject

the claim that a species is formally the same as what it represents and so we can claim that species

can represent what  they are supposed to represent (substances and corporeal accidents); but then

species won’t be uncognized representations!

21    22

2.2.1. The Primitivist Thesis

Durand’s inadequacy argument is that  if the  species is  formally  the same  as that  of which it is a

species—a thesis to which he thinks the proponent of the STC either implicitly or explicitly is

committed—then it just can’t represent what it is supposed to represent.  While most commentators

and defenders of Aquinas do, with Durand, take Aquinas to have been committed to the antecedent

of this argument, namely, the claim that a species bears a relation of formal sameness with what it

represents, at least some defenders of Aquinas have opted to abandon this claim.23

For instance, this seems to be what Hervaeus Natalis, Durand’s erstwhile teacher and a well-

known advocate of the Angelic Doctor, does in his quodlibetal question dedicated to Durand’s Sent.



2-A.3.5.  There,  he tells  us that Durand wrongly assumes that a  species is  a “likeness in being

(similitudo in esse)”; quite the contrary, it is a “representational likeness (similitudo secundum esse

repraesentatiuum)”, and a representational likeness does not need to be really formally the same as

what it represents (Quodl. 3.8, 67–68, ed. J. Koch, Münster: Aschendorff, 1935).  John Capreolus

(Defensiones 2.3.2, f. 304a) makes much the same point, and he cites as support several passages

from Aquinas, including this one from De ueritate (2.3 ad 9):

A likeness obtaining between two things can be understood in two ways. In one way, as

an agreement in nature,  and this sort of likeness isn’t required between cognizer and

cognized. [...] In another  way, as representation, and this sort of likeness is required

between cognizer and cognized. (2.3 ad 9; qtd. in Capreolus,  Def. 2.3.2, 304a)

More recently, Jeffrey Brower and Susan Brower-Toland  have put forward a similar interpretation

of Aquinas, citing this passage from De ueritate among others.  Motivated, in fact, by the failure of

the formal sameness thesis—in light of precisely the sort of objection that Durand raises against it,

although they do not cite Durand—and, as well, motivated by the principle of charity, Brower and

Brower-Toland argue that a  species’ capacity to represent is irreducible, unanalysable in terms of

something more  familiar  to  us,  or,  as  the case may be,  Aquinas’s  contemporaries,  viz.,  formal

sameness.24

This position—which we might, following Brower and Brower-Toland,  call  the primitivist

theory—is one that, in fact, Durand considers.  And he rejects it.  In Sent. 4-C.49.2, he characterizes

the view as follows:

It isn’t true that because a species represents the nature of a specific thing as a mere means

of cognizing it, a species therefore belongs to the same species as the thing.  This is because

it  is  not  necessary that a  representing  species bear  a  specific  agreement with the thing

represented in terms of its natural being but rather merely as a matter of representation, for,



obviously,  it  does  represent  the  nature  of  the  thing  both  with  regards  to  its  universal

conditions and also with regards to its proper and specific nature.25

Durand finds this proposal ‘empty’, ‘frivolous’ and a ‘mere dodge’. In trying to make sense of it, he

writes:

If a representing species is said to be of the same species with the thing represented as a matter of

representation, then (1) this means that the identity is attended to at the level of the representations

such that  just  as one item represents a thing,  so too another  item represents the same thing in

species[…]; or (2) this means that one item represents and another item is represented.26 

The problem with the first option, he tells us, is that we have no reason to suppose that the relation

between two representations of the same thing is also the relation that obtains between a given

representation and that thing, or, in other words, such an answer still doesn’t provide us with an

answer  to  the  question:  In  virtue  of  what  does  this  representation  (or  set  of  representations)

represent cats, say, rather than dogs?27 As to the second option, Durand tells us that such an answer

is absurd, for no matter how much a species and the thing represented by it might differ in terms of

their  natural  being,  we will  still  be able to say that,  as a matter  of representation,  a  species is

formally the same as what it represents.  But this sort of answer isn’t very informative.  Indeed, it

isn’t an answer at all to the question: Why does a  species representing X (cats, say) represent X

(cats) and not Y (dogs, say)?  

Neither answer, in sum, is an answer to our original question.  Since a species is uncognized,

it can’t represent cats in the way that a picture of cats represents cats—that is, in terms of pictorial

resemblance—nor in the way that an effect represents its cause, since both of these solutions would

require us to be aware of the species (which we are not).  Nor does it represent cats owing to the

fact that it is formally the same as cats.  So, in virtue of what does a species of cats represent cats



and not dogs?  We haven’t been given an answer to this question.28 

Indeed, if we take a moment to step back from the inadequacy argument and consider the

over-all dialectical situation, such a primitivist position doesn’t seem satisfying.  Granted, in other

words, the alternative—that direct forms of cognition do not involve representations at all—it can

hardly be a welcome move to insist that all forms of cognition do involve representations albeit

representations  of  a  special,  totally  unanalysable  variety.   Shouldn’t  we  rather  conclude,  with

Durand, that direct  cognition,  since  it  doesn’t  involve ordinary  representations,  doesn’t  involve

representations tout court?

3. Conclusion

Let’s sum up.  First things first: Durand does not make the bad argument against  species that his

opponents have taken him to make.  He does not simply appeal to the fact that we don’t see species

in order to debunk the theory, nor does he, like Thomas Reid, suppose that the  species-theory of

cognition wants to be committed to representationalism as opposed to direct realism.  Quite the

contrary, the STC is committed to the thesis that cognition about external  objects is direct.  Yet,

despite this, cognition about external objects is, according to the STC, mediated by a representation,

called a species.  A species is not that which is seen, nor is it a representation in which the external

object is  seen,  but it  is  an uncognized representation by means of which the external object is

directly seen.  A species is not an ordinary representation but a special representation, and one thing

this  means  is  that  it  is  able  to  represent  X to  P,  and P is  able  to  thereby  perceive  X without

perceiving the species.

The STC looks to be committed, in other words, to a rather strange and uncommon notion of

what  it  means  for  one  thing  to  represent  another,  for  ordinary cases  of  representation  involve

representations  in  which and not uncognized representations  by means of  which.   Hence,  there

seems to be a kind of burden on the theory to tell us what such a concept of special representation



amounts to, and, moreover, why we should talk about special representations at all.  Further, the

going attempts at cashing out the notion of a special representation are either no explanation at all

(primitivism) or they land us with the thesis that a  species can’t represent what it is supposed to

represent (the formal sameness thesis).

A species might still be countenanced in our theory of perception for some other reason.  For

instance, the STC supposes that a species, in fact, carries out two essential functions: it represents

the object and it also, somehow, causes the mental act.  Durand, as mentioned, has independent

arguments against this second, causal, role attributed to a species, but, to switch around the order of

his sentiments  in the passage from  Sent. 2-A.3.5 quoted above (§1.1), this alone should be held

based upon what has been said: a species isn’t required as what represents the object but only, if it is

even required at all, in order to cause the act.  To be sure, Durand’s direct realist alternative  will

face its own mysteries, but it is a start, I think, if we get straight on what he sees wrong with the

species-theory of cognition first.
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