
Jacopo Zabarella was one of the most important and influential thinkers
working within the Aristotelian tradition in the Sixteenth Century2. In this pa-
per, I discuss the approach he takes to one of the most controversial issues in
Aristotle’s thought, namely, the nature of sensory experience. Aristotle’s
theory of sensation has been at the center of recent scholarship and the inter-
pretive lines are clearly drawn. On the one hand, there are those who believe
that Aristotle holds that sensation is a material process, while others hold that
he believes it is a spiritual or immaterial one3. The purpose of this paper is not
to develop a new interpretation of Aristotle, but to show how one important
sixteenth century Aristotelian thinker dealt with the ambiguities in Aristotle’s
texts. 

Now, one important aspect in the development of interpretations of Aristo-
tle’s account of sensation was the introduction by Avicenna of the notion of
“intention” in the context of sensation. These intentions, or meanings, stand at
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the origin of what we today mean by intentional object4. Some later Latin
thinkers tended to equate intentions with the sensible species, thereby making
sensation a process of receiving species and identifying the reception of a spe-
cies with the awareness of sensible information5. Zabarella rejects both of the-
se developments within the Latin tradition. Also, he resists the trend in medie-
val thought to excessively “spiritualize” the sensible species. In this paper, I
set forth the reasons for Zabarella’s rejection of an immaterial sensible species
as well as his argument against equating the reception of the species with sen-
sory cognition. In doing so, I outline his own view of the process of sensation,
paying particular attention to the way in which he uses the notion of “intentio-
nality.”

Zabarella’s account of sensation is set out clearly in his treatise De sensu
agente and it is to this work that I primarily refer in what follows6. The topic
of this treatise, the notion of an agent sense, had a long history in later medie-
val thought and it is outside the scope of this paper to sketch that history7. No-
netheless, I need to say a few things about that tradition in order to show the
background against which Zabarella develops his theory of sensation. The cen-
tral text that motivates discussion of the agent sense is provided by Averroes:

One can say that sensibles do not move the senses in the way that they exist outside the
soul, for they move the senses insofar as they are intentions, since in matter they are
not intentions in act, but in potency. And one cannot say that this difference occurs by
virtue of the difference of subject such that the intentions come to be on account of a
spiritual matter which is the sense, not on account of an external mover. For it is better
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to think that the reason for the difference of matter is the difference of forms, rather
than that the difference of matter is the reason for the difference of forms. Since it is
so, we must assert that the external mover in the case of the senses is different from the
sensibles, as was necessary in the case of the intellect. It was seen, therefore, that if we
concede that the difference of forms is the reason for the difference of matter, that it
will be necessary that the mover be external. But Aristotle was silent about this becau-
se it is hidden in the case of sensation and is apparent in the case of intellect. You ou-
ght to give this consideration, since it requires investigation8.

This passage provided many later Medieval and Renaissance thinkers with
evidence that Aristotle taught that sensation required some agent, in addition
to the sensible object, by which the sensible object could be elevated in such a
way as to be suitable for use by the sense power. In short, this passage was
taken to suggest that material sensible objects were not sufficient, in themsel-
ves, to move the senses. The further issue, obviously, centers around what
more might be needed to make sensible objects sensible. It is also important to
note in relation to this passage that the notion of “intention” is crucial and that
the only way that sensibles move the sense power is as intentions. As we shall
see, Zabarella explicitly rejects the notion of “intention” as it is used in this
passage.

The contrasting position, that the sensible species, or sensible intentions, is
somehow transmitted by the sensible object itself to the sense organs via some
diaphanous medium is also discussed by Zabarella and has a long history.
However, as we shall see, it too has problematic aspects that cause Zabarella to
rethink the nature and role of such species or intentions. The most important
objection is that in this tradition it is unclear how the reception of the species
or intention is causally related to the act of sensation. He worries, in fact, that
the tradition has not addressed this issue at all. As the nature of the question
under consideration suggests, the key issue is the causal mechanism, the
agency, of sensation and keeping that issue in mind helps us to understand
more clearly the import of Zabarella’s theory.

Accordingly, there are two main issues that preoccupy Zabarella in his at-
tempt to set forth a theory of sensation within a broadly Aristotelian fra-
mework: the nature of the sensible species and the cause of sensation. As he
states: “For it is one thing to produce a species and another to make a sensa-
tion, since there is a species of color in the air produced by the object, yet the-
re is not sensation there”9. His theory can best be described as broadly Aristo-
telian since despite a discussion that revolves around the various texts of Ari-
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stotle concerning sensation, Zabarella countenances language that is not part
of Aristotle’s own theory. Aristotle argues that cognition proceeds through va-
rious stages of formal identification while Zabarella works within a paradigm
in which Aristotle’s talk of forms and identity has been replaced by talk of
species, that is, images and likenesses, that stand for or represent, but are not
identical with the sensible forms existing in sensible object10. One of the vir-
tues of his treatment of the problem is that he self-consciously aims to present
a straightforward discussion and to demystify medieval approaches to the pro-
blem of sensation.

Zabarella is quite careful to situate his discussion within a clear context: 

Most importantly, it must not be ignored that this question, as set forth and treated by
the Latins is simple, but later many others noted that it had two dimensions and so
must be divided into two [inquiries]. For first one can compare the sensible object with
the sense that is moved by it and ask whether the sensible object needs at the same
time another external agent either for aiding the impressing of the species in the organ
of sense or whether the object alone acts and impresses the species. But then, when the
impression of the species has been made, one can ask what the agent is by which an
operation is produced, which we can call sensation (sensio) whether we distinguish
sense (sensus) taken as a faculty or as the soul itself11. 

It turns out that Medieval thinkers, on Zabarella’s reading, had left out of
account a crucial component for any adequate theory of sensation, thereby
making their own views less than useful. Two very different worries generate
the division of the sensory process for Zabarella. First, there is a metaphysical
worry about how a material object, a possessor of sensible qualities, is itself
such that it can be sensed. Second, there is a worry about the causal mechani-
sms of the operation constituting sensation. In the background here is a serious
question about the Aristotelian dictum that “sensation is a matter of being ac-
ted upon” (sentire est pati)12. If the process of sensation is a matter of under-
going some change, then the most plausible source for such agency will be
found in the activity of the sensible object or its species. However, Zabarella
has a real objection to locating the primary causal element of sensation in the
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sensible object or its species and his fundamental point of departure can be
found in the claim that “It must not be said that the object is really productive
of cognition in the sense power”13. Now, if the object is not productive of the
act of sensing, there is no straightforward way to salvage the Aristotelian dic-
tum about the passivity of sensation, and the rejection of this dictum in turn re-
quires Zabarella to generate a theory that can in some way “save” the Aristote-
lian account. He does this by situating the passive aspect of sensation as me-
rely one “moment” or “instant” in the sensory process. It is precisely the rejec-
tion of the causal efficacy of the object in relation to the act of sensation that
generates the two-fold division Zabarella mentions. Hence, it is necessary to
consider two issues: the first has to do with the nature of the sensible species
while the second has to do with the process of sensation itself. We need to see
why the species cannot play the primary causal role in sensation and what
source of agency does play that role.

Of course, these two issues are interconnected in such a way that we can
read Zabarella’s account of the sensible species as forcing him to the view that
the sensible object is not the cause of the act of sensation. At the same time,
though, we shall find that given the nature of the sensory process, Zabarella
must hold the theory that he does concerning the sensible species. Briefly, I
want to show that Zabarella argues that the process of the reception of the sen-
sible species is a material one. Here we must exercise some caution, since the
term “material” must be understood clearly. By “material” I mean that the sen-
sible species are always joined to matter, not that they are constituted by mat-
ter. They are not constituted by matter, since they are a kind of form, but they
are always material forms, not incorporeal forms. Secondly, I want to show
that Zabarella’s commitment to the claim that the sensible object is not the
cause of sensation has important consequences for how he understands the
ubiquitous word “intention.”

In what follows, I shall first consider Zabarella’s arguments concerning the
nature of the sensible species. After the discussion of the nature of the sensible
species, I shall develop his account of the sensory act by indicating the intere-
sting description of intentionality that is at its center. Before I begin, I should
note that in my discussion I abstract to some degree from the form that Zaba-
rella’s writings take. His usual process involves taking particular historical fi-
gures as his points of reference and developing his own account by showing
that the views others hold lead to awkward consequences that his own position
avoids. I follow him in that process to some extent, but I am not concerned to
evaluate Zabarella as a historian of philosophy as that would lead me too far
afield from expounding his own views. My primary interest is in reconstruc-
ting Zabarella’s position on the question of sensation so that we might have a
better understanding of the significance of his thought.
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1. The sensible species

The first worry – how a material object can be suitable for sensing by the
human soul – derives it urgency from the following consideration:

For the sensible object is a material quality, but its species is a spiritual accident. Now,
the spiritual is more noble than the material, so if the object alone produced the species
without any other agent, something less noble would act above its proper powers (vi-
res)14.

Lurking in the background here are several assumptions about the sensible
object, but the most important is the claim that the sensible species is a spiri-
tual accident. Zabarella accepts the view that cognition, both sensory and in-
tellectual, takes place by means of intermediaries, so-called species, that are
images of and representations of that which can be cognized. Also, there is a
clear assumption that the cognitive process itself is a different sort of action
than a natural change. Now, he begins by recognizing that there are two types
of sensible qualities, those that act naturally as well as intentionally and those
that act only intentionally. The four primary elements are of the first type – fire
both produces real heat in other things and produces a sensible species – , whi-
le all other sensible qualities produce only species. So, for example, if I place
a red object next to a white one, the red one does not turn the white one red
and vice versa. Nonetheless, I see the white and red objects, so they must be
doing something, but they are not acting in the same way that fire does. The
conclusion he draws is simple enough: spiritual species are prerequisites for
any sensation to take place15. 

He admits that this is a strong claim and considers some alternative views
that would limit such spiritual species to vision alone, allowing that the other
senses are affected not intentionally, but naturally. Without going into detail
here, Zabarella argues against such a view in the following way. He points out
that a natural change produces a numerically distinct quality in the object it af-
fects. The heat in one piece of wood, for example, does not transmit its own
heat when heating another piece of wood. Rather it transmits a numerically di-
stinct, that is, non-identical heat to the second piece of wood. Given this truth,
which Zabarella believes is known clearly in natural philosophy, it follows that
if sensation were a result of natural change, we would not sense the objects
themselves, but rather a numerically distinct item. The consequence that we
could never sense the original material object is too much for Zabarella and he
assumes his reader will find it extreme as well “because whatever sense is said
to sense it is that numerically same object by which it undergoes, not another
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similar one”16. The result is that the species, which is a prerequisite for sensa-
tion, must be spiritual and must act in some spiritual, that is, intentional way.

That conclusion, though, pushes us back to the original problem – how can
a material object produce a spiritual species, that is, one that is not the result of
a natural change? Zabarella examines two possible answers to this question,
both relying on some sort of agent external to the material objects themselves.
I shall call these views “higher agency views.” There are two possible higher
agency views that he considers. First, there is a theory that posits an agent sen-
se, analogous to the agent intellect, whose task is to somehow “spiritualize”
the material object and create sensible species, thereby bridging the gap
between the material and the spiritual. Second, he considers the possibility that
God or separate substances are responsible for the spiritual species by which
the sense power senses. Although he rejects both of these alternatives, the ar-
guments he presents against them provide us with resources for understanding
Zabarella’s own position.

One of Zabarella’s prime tasks in the treatise on the agent sense is to make
it very clear that there is no such thing as an agent sense, yet rather surprisin-
gly he spends little time explicitly discussing that theme. Instead, his basic
strategy is to show that there is no need to posit an agent sense and he does
this by providing an alternative account of sensation that he finds adequate and
requires no such agent sense. Moreover, his discussion is partly “therapeutic”
as well, since he believes that those who do posit an agent sense have misun-
derstood the notion of agency as it pertains to cognition. Perhaps the most im-
portant reason that he does not discuss the agent sense as a spiritualizing force
necessary for sensation is because in the course of discussing the higher
agency view, he presents an account of the sensible species in which no higher
agency is necessary to account for their generation. I now turn to his discus-
sion of the higher agency views and the consequences he draws from his rejec-
tion of them.

The view that God, or some separate substance (or substances), plays the
crucial role in sensation is one that he attributes to Agostino Nifo17. The basic
idea is that some agency outside the soul is necessary to elevate the sensible
object so that it can be sensed and the obvious candidate for such an elevation
process is God. Zabarella characterizes the position in the following way:

Suessanus [Nifo] refers the cause of the spirituality of these species to God, as to a fir-
st and remote cause, who through an intermediate material object – as through an in-
strument – produces a sensible species. For he says that the material sensible quality
can be considered in two ways: in one way according to itself and in another way as an
instrument of God. Taken according to itself, it produces only another similar material
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[quality] as when something hot produces heat. However, taken as an instrument of
God, it produces a spiritual effect, namely, through the power of the first spiritual
agent, not through a faculty or its proper nature18.

In arguing against Nifo’s account, Zabarella points out that it misconstrues
God’s causal influence. Relying on an argument taken from Thomas Aquinas,
he contends that God’s causality is properly proscribed within the realm of na-
tures, not accidents and operations19. What this means is that God is the direct
cause of the existence of natures – rocks, trees, cats, etc. – but not of their ope-
rations. Such an operation, or “becoming” (fieri) depends on the particular
agent and consequently comes to exist from the particular agent, not from
God. Nifo’s mistake, then, according to Zabarella, is that he extends God’s
causality too far. God does not produce the sensible species, but rather he crea-
tes the particular items in the world with their proper natures and then the na-
tures take over the work and part of that work is the production of species.
There is a thought experiment he uses to make his point. Imagine a sensible
object, for example, a tree. If you remove the object, there is no species produ-
ced. However, if you take God away, the object ceases to exist, not its opera-
tions. This consideration shows the very different levels of causality at issue20.

To clarify his position, Zabarella considers another view that attributes the
causality of the species to some nobler being. Again, he refers to Thomas
Aquinas, who in one odd passage appears to suggest that natural bodies produ-
ce two actions; one in virtue of their proper nature and another in virtue of
their participation in superior agents and substances, that is, substances separa-
ted from matter21. Like Nifo’s position, Thomas’s appears to attribute the cau-
sal production of species to something outside the nature whose species it is.
Accordingly, it is subject to the same criticism as Nifo’s view. However, Zaba-
rella is willing to recognize another interpretation of Thomas’s passage; an in-
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terpretation that will aid us in understanding his own view on the question at
hand. On this more benign interpretation of Thomas, what he is really saying
is that there is a kind of likeness between the spirituality of the separated sub-
stances and the spirituality of species, but that the latter does not depend on
participating in the former. The example provided is the way in which animals
are said to be prudent. There is a sense in which animals really are prudent,
but there is also a sense in which they are not. After all, prudence is properly a
human virtue so when we attribute it to animals, we only mean that there is a
certain likeness in the activities of animals – for example, storing up nuts for
the winter – that we can call prudence. In making this admission, though, we
must be clear that we are not committing ourselves to the claim that the pru-
dence proper to humans really causes the prudence in animals. Zabarella con-
cludes:

Therefore, what Thomas says there is true only because all realities when compared to
each other have a likeness in some way among themselves, so that spiritual species of
sensible objects are said to be similar in some way to spiritual substances. However, it
is not because they are produced by them, but because the proper nature of a sensible
object is such that through itself it is apt to produce such a species both in the medium
and in the sense22.

In short, then, Zabarella’s chief target is the view that material sensible
objects cannot produce spiritual species by themselves. In fact, he argues, they
can and they do. It must be said that he does not really have a separate argu-
ment for this claim. Rather, he appears to think that it follows from the argu-
ments against the higher agency theories. He adopts the view, which he attri-
butes to Albert the Great, that sensible qualities by their very nature are suffi-
cient to produce spiritual species23. The basic idea is that the sensible qualities
of sensible objects are capable, in and of themselves, of multiplying likenesses
of themselves. The example he uses is that of quantity. We obviously are able
to sense an object’s quantity. At the same time, its action is not material, in the
way that, for example, the action of heat is. It must, accordingly, produce its
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species spiritually, which is simply shorthand for the claim that it does not
produce another real quantity, but rather some likeness by which we can sense
the original quantity.

At this point, Zabarella seems to have argued himself into a corner. He has
concluded that the sensible species is produced by the very nature of the sensi-
ble quality inherent in a material object. What he has neglected to deal with,
though, is the fact of the basic intuition that motivates higher agency views in
the first place: that the spiritual is nobler than the material. He seems to have
concluded that the material object by its nature produces a spiritual species
without resolving the dichotomy between the material and the spiritual.

In fact, Zabarella does resolve this dichotomy, but he does so in a rather
unusual way. In fact, he rejects the notion that the sensible species is spiritual
in the usual meaning of the term, that is, a form apart from matter. In short, we
must be careful to understand the intentional existence of the species and its
manner of acting without arguing that the species is immaterial. The problem
that higher agency views try to solve only arises if we fail to distinguish the in-
tentional from the immaterial. Such a failure opens the gap that the higher
agency views tries to bridge. Zabarella, though, wants to deny that any such
gap is present. He makes the crucial concession in this direction when discus-
sing Thomas’s position concerning the action of separated substances on mate-
rial substances. There he states that the likeness between spiritual species and
spiritual substances is so in “a small (parva) way and is truly (prorsus) equi-
vocal.” He goes on to say, in reference to Nifo’s view:

Now, since the spirituality of these species is not the same as in God and substances
separated from matter, but is said totally in an equivocal manner, it is useless on ac-
count of this likeness in name alone to relate it more to God or to separate substances
than to the proper nature of these objects by which they are produced24.

We could not ask for a clearer statement of his position. Moreover, if the
term “spiritual” as applied to God and separate substances and the term “spiri-
tual” as applied to the species produced by sensible qualities are equivocal,
then we must re-evaluate just what it means to call a sensible species “spiri-
tual.” Unfortunately, Zabarella is not nearly as explicit about how to define
“spiritual” in this context as we might like. Nonetheless, he provides us with
some remarks that should help us develop an answer to this question. Most im-
portantly, he tells us that “it must be denied that the species is nobler than the
object....”25. In short, then, the spiritual is not nobler than the material in the
case of sensible species and their objects. Granted, he points out, spiritual sub-
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stances are nobler than material substances, but species are accidents, not sub-
stances. A spiritual accident is related to the material accident as effect to pro-
ductive cause. Accordingly, all we can say about the ontological status of the
spiritual accident is that it has a “lesser imperfect entity” (minor entitas) than
the material accident26. Elsewhere he describes species as “tenuous entities,”
thereby denoting their material, but defective character27. It follows that an ac-
cident does not act above its natural powers in producing a spiritual species. In
fact, given the equivocal use of the term “spiritual” in this context, it really
seems as if Zabarella has, in essence, “naturalized” the production of the spe-
cies. The species is not some mysterious process resulting in a spiritual entity,
but simply a way to refer to the process by which sensible qualities impinge on
our sense powers.

Zabarella is explicit about the materiality, as well as spirituality, of the spe-
cies. That he can use both terms of the same entity is good evidence that the
word “spiritual” is functioning as shorthand for something like “tenuousness.”
This reading is confirmed in his discussion of sound. He tells us that sound is
something both spiritual and material and provides us with examples designed
to point out the dual nature of sound. The point here is that the action of sound
is twofold: it has an intentional, that is, cognitive action, as well as a material,
that is, natural action. So, for example, sound cannot be identified with the
blowing wind that carries it, because sounds can be heard even when the wind
is blowing in the opposite direction. In that respect, sound is not material. No-
netheless, sounds arrive in a certain order, that is, there is a temporal gap
between the striking of a bell with its concomitant sound and the arrival of that
sound at the ear. Such a temporal order depends upon some material nature.
The unspoken premise here is that true spiritual beings act instantaneously. In
fact, vision seems to be just such a case – there is no temporal lag between the
presence of a colored object and our vision of it. This means, he tells us, that
colors are the most spiritual of species. After all, they are not affected by
strong winds or any motion in the air. But here we must ask what it means to
say that the species of colors are the most spiritual? We seem to have removed
the “temporal lag” that marked the materiality of sound28. Is “spirituality” still
being used in an equivocal manner? I think so for two reasons. First his di-
scussion of the equivocal nature of the term “spiritual” is decisive. If Zabarel-
la were privileging color species as distinctively spiritual in the sense of im-
material, he would be violating the very rule he had just set forth. Additional
evidence that he is not making color species an exception can be found in his
treatment of light is in his work On vision. There he characterizes the schola-
stic debate about the nature of light (lumen) in the medium, contrasting the ex-
treme positions, that light is a pure intentional being and that light is a pure
real being, with the middle position that light is both intentional and real. Now,
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Thomas Aquinas had argued that light in the medium had to possess real
being, not intentional being, because if it possessed intentional being, the me-
dium itself would be able to see it29. Zabarella, however, argues that the light
in the medium has both a real and an intentional being by pointing out: “The
cause of the error of many was that they did not think that something could be
both an intention and a thing (res)”30. The subtext here is that Thomas had to
argue for the non-intentionality of light or else he would be committing him-
self to the immateriality of light. However, there is such a close connection
between immateriality and intentionality that Thomas could not imagine that
something could be both intentional and material. 

At this point, it is important to note that Zabarella consciously redefines the
term “intentional” in such a way as to prevent us attributing to it some odd me-
taphysical status. He points out that the Latin thinkers (Latini) understood the
term to refer to “that through which the soul, as through a formal reason, ten-
ded (tendit) to the object to be known”31. Consequently, they call all species,
sensible and intelligible, “intentions.” Zabarella, however, argues that an inten-
tion is only an “attention” (attentio) and “attentiveness” (diligentia) in the soul
to the consideration of some reality32. This reorientation of the term “inten-
tion” to refer to an activity of the soul and not an attribute of some entity
reinforces his theory about the sensible species in two ways. First, it signifies
that the soul, and not species, causes sensation and knowledge. Second, it cal-
ls into question the need for the species to be some sort of special metaphysi-
cal entity by which cognition comes about. We cannot properly understand the
import of this redefinition of “intention” until we discuss how he thinks cogni-
tion arises and I shall postpone discussing the notion of intentionality until
then. For then present, it is sufficient that we recognize that Zabarella has
rejected explicitly the view that the intentional existence of the species, with
its consequent intentional activity, requires an immaterial existence on the part
of the species. 

These passages from On vision while clarifying and confirming the reading
of “species” that I am pressing, at the same time point to a potential weakness
in Zabarella’s position. By insisting on the derivative, defective and tenuous
nature of the species caused by the sensible quality, Zabarella comes close to
making the gap between sensible quality and sensible species so great as to
render accurate sensation problematic. If the species, received in the organ, is
supposed to be the occasion for the soul’s attention, surely the species needs to
have some unproblematic connection with the original sensory quality. If that
is not going to be some sort of metaphysical resemblance, what can it be? His
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way out of this potentially messy situation is to stress the representative nature
of the species. What he has in mind here is that while the species and the qua-
lity from which it arises differ “numerically, specifically and generically,” at
the same time they are identical at the level of representation33. I do not see
that he has a direct argument for this thesis anywhere. Instead, I suspect that
here we simply reach a baseline philosophical commitment. Given a commit-
ment to the basic veridicality of our sensory experience, coupled with the need
to demystify the sensible species by rejecting its greater nobility, he is forced
to posit this identity on the representational level. While he does not provide
us with an argument as such, he does suggest that the crucial difference
between a material accident (fire) and a spiritual accident (the species of fire)
is that the former is numerically different, while the latter is numerically the
same. It is easy enough to see the difference between two “material fires”, but
it is rather more difficult to recognize numerical sameness between the fire and
its species. However, if my interpretation of the nature of the sensible species
is correct, then it can go some way towards explaining what he might have
meant in talking of numerical identity. For example, if the species of a color is
only some material derivative of the very same color, then it is numerically the
same. If it is merely the tenuous, non-perceptible color itself, then it makes
perfect sense to say it is the same color, even if the sensible form is visible and
the species is not. Even though the species of a green object is not itself visi-
bly green, it still must be structured such as to present to the sense power wha-
tever resources it needs, in addition to itself, to sense the green and those re-
sources are present in the original green object. It is both numerically the same
as representative and as material and the latter explains the former. It is becau-
se the species is both too weak to produce a true action materially and yet is
continuous with the originating sensible form that it can represent that form
without acting materially on the sense power. 

We are now in a position to see the basic error of the medieval approach
from Zabarella’s perspective. Because they failed to appreciate the two major
stages of sensory cognition – the recepetion of the species and the act of sen-
sing –, they were led to build in, as it were, all the causal mechanism of sensa-
tion into the species alone. In this way, they could commit themselves to the
passivity of sense, in accordance with the Aristotelian dictum that “sense is a
matter of being acted upon.” However, they could only do this by making the
species excessively “noble”, to use Zabarella’s terminology, and by attributing
nobility to the species, they made enormous problems for themselves. Hence
the need felt by many thinkers to posit some sort of elevation by an external
agent reflects the predicament faced when the primary concern is to make the
spiritual species the prime cause of sensation. In restoring the nature of the
species to a status lacking in nobility, as it were, Zabarella returns the focus to
the representational nature of the species. The species need do no more than
provide us with a reason for directing our attention in one way rather than
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another. The mere reception of a species representing green does not cause us
to see green. If it did, there might be a temptation to think of that species as
both being green and providing the content and object of our sensation. In-
stead, by stressing the defective and tenuous materiality of the species, he pre-
serves a level of continuity between sensible form and species, while avoiding
claiming that the species itself is identical to that which produces it. The spe-
cies of green is not green, but also it is not some noble and spiritual being. 

2. The Cause of Sensation

If the reception of a species representing a green object is not the full cau-
se of our sensing it and if it is a natural and material process, then how does
sensation arise? Zabarella’s reduction of the metaphysical status of the sensi-
ble species has as a corresponding consequence the elevation of the sense
power’s role in sensation. After all, if the species is not the efficient cause of
sensation, something else must be. He canvasses three possible candidates for
the efficient cause of sensation. The first holds that the sensible object alone,
presumably through the species, is sufficient for producing sensation. The se-
cond holds that the sense power alone has an active role to play in the produc-
tion of sensation. Finally, a mixed view is possible, one in which both the sen-
sible object and the sense power somehow collaborate in the production of the
sensory act34. Rather than expound each of these positions with several textual
references, Zabarella decides to emphasize instead the main point of each and
provide a summary argument. While this is less than helpful for the historian,
it does provide a much needed focus for his own account, since it will play off
the weaknesses he sees in the arguments for each view. I will follow his lead
insofar as I am not concerned with the question of whether Zabarella has read
his predecessors accurately, but am content with showing the main points that
his discussion makes available for his use as he sets out his own position.

On Zabarella’s reading Thomas Aquinas is representative of the view that
the object alone is the active agent in sensation. The argument for such a view,
according to Zabarella, rests on the fact that the sensible object is sensible per
se, and thus it follows that the object alone is sufficient to move the sense
power and produce sensation. Of course, the object moves the sense by means
of a species in the sense organ and this species functions as a dispositive agent
from which sensation necessarily follows35. The foundational flaw in this sort

18 James B. South

34. Zabarella attributes each of these views to a particular philosopher, respectively,
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of view rests on its implied reversal of the relative nobility of sensible object
and sense power. No one disputes, he believes, that the sensible object is an
“ignoble accident” while the sense power is a substantial form and “exceedin-
gly noble.” Nonetheless, on the Thomistic account, the opposite must be the
case. A proponent of that account could, Zabarella thinks, try to get around
this unwelcome result by arguing that one thing is “more perfect” than another
if its most perfect operation is nobler than the most perfect operation of the
other. Now, on the purely passive account the most perfect operation that sen-
se performs is to be passive (pati) and receive sensation. By contrast, the most
perfect operation of the sensible object, or its species, is to act and produce
sensation, and since it is nobler to act than to be passive, the object is nobler
than the sense power under this description. This does not mean, the proponent
would say, that the object is absolutely nobler than the power, but instead me-
rely that relatively speaking (secundum quid) the object is nobler. The problem
Zabarella sees with this response is that while it is certainly true that so-
mething really less noble can be relatively nobler, that is not the case here be-
cause the acts at issue are ones that are most perfect and most special to the
two entities under consideration. We are not talking about just any act of the
sense power, we are talking about its most important act and it is the same
with the sensible object. So, despite what proponents of the passive view mi-
ght hope, they are really committed to the claim that the sensible object is no-
bler than the sense power, a claim that all admit is false36.

While rejecting the position that would make sensation an essentially pas-
sive experience, Zabarella is reluctant to embrace the opposite position that the
sense power alone is the active agent producing sensory experiences. That
view, which he associates with John of Jandun, holds that there are two really
distinct faculties or powers within the sensory power itself, one an agent sense
and one a potential sense. The picture is of one faculty, sense, with two di-
stinct components and it is based on analogy with the distinction in the intel-
lect between the agent intellect and the potential intellect. This analysis ap-
plies to all five external senses, so in actuality, there are five active powers in
the sense power as a whole as well as five passive powers37. The intuition
behind Jandun’s position is two-fold. First, he recognizes that a purely passive
account falls prey to the objection Zabarella makes. Indeed, Zabarella credits
Jandun with the argument that he uses against the passive account. In addition,
though, Jandun advances a more positive consideration for positing an agent
sense that would make the sensory power the efficient cause of sensation. 
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After pointing out that proponents of the agent sense position must hold that
the agent sense is not a power that actually senses because on this view the po-
tential power senses, Zabarella argues that an absurd consequence follows from
positing an agent sense. The agent sense, as a non-cognitive power, would have
to be nobler than the potential sense power because an agent is always nobler
than the patient. Surely, though, he points out, no one would want to hold that a
non-cognitive power is nobler than a cognitive power. This seems like an ob-
vious point, and Zabarella acknowledges that his opponents have considered it
and tried to respond. The proposed response asserts that the agent sense is only
relatively nobler than the potential sense insofar as while it is an agent, and
hence nobler qua agent, the potential sense is nobler qua its ability to sense.
Against this attempt to escape the objection, Zabarella pushes the same princi-
ple that he used against the purely passive view, namely, that from the most per-
fect operation we must infer a greater perfection absolutely, not just relatively.
Since the act of sensing is intrinsically nobler than the production of a species,
the potential sense power would have to be nobler absolutely38.

There is an additional problem with the agent sense view. Zabarella belie-
ves that its proponents have misunderstood the role played by the agent intel-
lect in cognition and hence when they argue for the analogous need for an
agent sense, they import that misunderstanding into their theory of sensation.
In brief, they believe that the role of the agent intellect is to produce knowled-
ge, although it is a non-cognitive power. In the same way, the agent sense
would be productive of sensory cognition although it would not itself be sen-
sing. In both cases, the error is located in the claim that the agent is the effi-
cient cause of the cognition. In fact, Zabarella argues that the role of the agent
intellect is not to produce cognition, but to produce an intelligible species. If
that is the case, no such power would be needed for sensation insofar as the
sensible species is produced by the sensible object39.

Now, if the efficient cause of sensation is not to be located in the sensible
object alone, nor in the positing of some separate agent sense, it is plausible to
think that it might be found in some cooperative relation between sensible
object and sense power. Nonetheless, Zabarella rejects such a view because it
still reserves some efficient causality, however secondary or instrumental, to
the object or its species and he wants to deny that either can play any produc-
tive role in a sensory operation:

Thus the object can have no power (vis) in the production of cognition, although it can
furnish something to sense that is necessary for sensation. For it produces (efficit) the
species without which sensation could not arise, but it in no way is the efficient cause.
Therefore the species itself does not have the role of the agent in sensation, but only
the role of generated form and produced effect40.
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That, then, is the position that Zabarella must defend. Neither the object
nor its species has any efficient causality in the process of sensation, although
they play a necessary role. What leads him to this extreme view, and how does
he distinguish between the necessary, but non-efficient, causality of the species
and the efficient causality that produces a sensory operation?

It turns out that there are three moments or instants in the sensory process,
with the reception of the species in the organ being only the first. For example,
color is received in the eye and the reception of the species is an organic pro-
cess, in keeping with the materiality of the sensible species. However, the or-
gan is not just matter, but informed matter and it is informed by the soul. Hen-
ce, the soul must play some role as well in the process of sensation and the se-
cond stage of the sensory process, consequent on the reception of the species,
is a “judgment” proper to the soul. The use of the term “judgment” here is a
bit problematic but in context, it really means only a kind of awareness:

For it often happens that we do not see a colored reality (res) placed before the eyes
because although an impression of the species arises in the eye (for if no impediment
exists, this cannot be denied), nevertheless the soul, intent on other realities, judges
nothing about the species41.

Here Zabarella points to the common enough experience of attention: the sen-
se power does not sense everything within its range of objects. Rather than argue
implausibly that species of items within the sensory field were not received, he
holds that such species are received, but not noted by the sensory power. Again,
this view is consistent with his teaching on the sensible species whereby the sen-
sible object continuously and by its very nature produces species. In addition, it is
consistent with his remarks on the proper definition of intentionality in the De
visu. Consequently, it is perfectly reasonable for Zabarella to deny that the recep-
tion of the species is sufficient for sensory cognition and to point towards an acti-
vity of awareness that is proper to the soul as informing the sense organ.

However, it is not enough, Zabarella thinks, to simply posit this sort of judg-
ment on the part of the soul; we must also explain the way in which this judg-
ment comes about. There are two misunderstandings we need to avoid at this
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point. First, it might seem that he is proposing an account in which the species
received in the sense organ is subsequently sensed by the ensouled organ. That
cannot be correct, though, because it would mean that the object of sense would
be the species itself. Instead, as we saw above, the nature of the species is best
understood if we recognize that it is intrinsically representational and to be re-
presentational is to refer to something other: the species of red received in the
eye represents the red in the rose and we see the rose, not its representation. Se-
cond, it would be tempting to read Zabarella as arguing that the sense power is
somehow moved by the sensible species and that the action of the species ex-
plains why Aristotle says that “to sense is to undergo.” Again, this cannot be cor-
rect and the reason is that sensation is an immanent, not a transitive act where an
immanent action is one that exists in the agent, while a transitive act is one in
which the action does not exist in the agent. An example of the latter would be
the way in which the action of a builder comes to exist in the house built, and
does not remain in the builder. Because sensation is an immanent act, then, the
reception of a species from an external object cannot constitute the manner in
which it is passive, since that passivity is not part of the act of sensing. Otherwi-
se, we would be forced to say that the reception of the species has some causal-
ly efficient role to play in sensing. Zabarella concludes that the very same sense
power must be both active and passive within itself, otherwise sensation would
not be in the person sensing. Thus, that which is received in the sense power is
not the species, but the very act of sensing:

Therefore, in this way vision is an immanent action because it is received in the agent
itself, namely, in the soul or in the animate body insofar as it is animate. Thus, if vision
had no other agent than material color, it would be without a doubt a transitive action42.

The immanence of the act of sensation is the reason why there must be th-
ree moments, and not just two, in the act of sensation. If there were only the
two mentioned so far, sensation would be a transitive act and that would threa-
ten the unity of the act of sensation.

The third moment in the sensory process occurs when the soul’s awareness
of the action of the sensible species on the organ is received in the animated
organ, that is, the sense power. By distinguishing these three moments in this
way, Zabarella hopes to preserve both an activity and a passivity within the
sensory process. The activity is the “judgment” or awareness of the soul alone
provoked by the reception of the species while the passivity is the reception of
that very awareness in the sense power, a composite of soul and organ. Sche-
matically, then, Zabarella can say: “In this way, for example, in seeing vision
becomes (fieri) a color, not indeed a material color, but a spiritual one”43.
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Again, we have to deal with the material/spiritual distinction. It is clear that
Zabarella’s intent is to safeguard the identity of the knower with the known
while distinguishing the species from the act of cognition. At the same time,
he wants to hold on to the fact that sensation, unlike intellectual cognition, is
organic at least to the extent that sensation takes place in the organ of sense.
After all, the distinguishing feature of intellectual activity is that it is non-or-
ganic. If the species is not the cause of the sensation and does not specify the
way in which it is passive, he needs some other mechanism to account for the
passivity of the act of sensing. That last phrase, “passivity of the act of sen-
sing,” sounds paradoxical, but is necessary to ensure both the agency of sense
and its passivity, the former consisting of the soul’s awareness, while the latter
consists in the reception of the soul’s awareness. Why does Zabarella present
this complicated picture of the process of sensation? The central issue is his
desire to explain the manner in which sense acts through judgment or aware-
ness and he believes that prior thinkers have not worried sufficiently about this
problem. In short, if the species has no efficient causality in the sensory pro-
cess and if the sense power itself must be the agent in sensing, then there must
be some passivity in the sense power to save the notion that sensing is a kind
of change. Since the species and the agency of sense cannot provide the neces-
sary element of passivity, some other feature must. Now, we have seen that the
process of sensation is an immanent act, not a transitive one, so the activity
and passivity present in sensory change cannot be transitive. Thus, the way in
which the soul causes sensation cannot be by what Zabarella calls a “true ac-
tion” but must occur in some other manner suitable for immanent actions,
otherwise, we would be forced to posit two distinct sense powers, an active
one and a passive one, despite Zabarella’s previous strictures against such a
position. Instead, of a true action, Zabarella considers the action of the soul an
“emanation.” The worry driving his account is simple enough. Every true
agent needs a patient in which to act and in a transitive action one and the
same thing cannot undergo and receive something from itself. Hence the ac-
tion of the soul in sensation cannot be transitive, or it would jeopardize the
unity of the act of sensation and its immanence. Accordingly, Zabarella refers
to the manner in which one agent acts within itself, and not in another, as an
emanation. An emanation, then, is an action that can be performed within a
process of immanent change, and in the case of sensation refers to the action
of the soul by which it is aware of the species received in the sense organ. 

First, from the action of a material object there is a reception of the species in the or-
gan, for example, of color in the eye. Second, the soul brings forth a judgment and in
this way is said to act. Third, the judgment is received in the whole composite, namely,
the animate organ and thus the soul, as its part, is said to undergo44.
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The emanation of the soul’s awareness of the species results in the change
within the sense power itself. Zabarella is quick to note that this distinction
between the soul’s awareness of the species and its reception in the sense or-
gan is only a difference in nature. Temporally, they are simultaneous45.

At this point, I want to discuss a central feature of this account of sensation
in a bit more detail. We have seen that Zabarella’s naturalization of the sensi-
ble species has a corollary in his theory of sensation. Since he places a stress
on the activity of the sense power itself, its intention and judgment, at the ex-
pense of the reception of the species, we need to think a bit more about the na-
ture of this judgement or awareness. A metaphor that Zabarella uses in this
context is important. He suggests that the soul “drinks up” or “absorbs” (imbi-
bere) the species received in the organ46. The point he is making seems simple
enough, but the process by which the soul is aware of the reception of a spe-
cies is less than clear. If it were the ensouled organ, the power, that was aware,
the thesis would sound less strange. However, in making it the soul, directly,
that is aware of the species and senses through it, he accomplishes two things.
First, he emphasizes the activity of sense experience, the attentive awareness
that we bring to it. In short, it follows that there can be no sensation without
concomitant awareness. Second, he has relocated, as it were, the place of my-
stery in sensation. Unlike those thinkers who hold a view that builds immate-
riality into the natural processes of sensible objects in such a way that the spe-
cies is sufficient for cognition, Zabarella opts rather for keeping the natural-
ness of the creation of the species. Its residual materiality is continuous with
the material sensible forms from which it arises. This allows him to attribute
the true spiritualizing process to an agent – the human soul operating without
an organ – that is both internal to the person sensing, as opposed to God or se-
parate substances, and capable of creating something truly spiritual and inten-
tional. Even the metaphor of “absorbing” diminishes the activity of the species
and emphasizes the activity of the soul. There is no question that what is no-
bler can act on that which is less noble and so Zabarella reorients the discus-
sion of sensation so that the more noble agent is the active one. Ultimately it is
a question of where we want the mystery in an account of sensation to reside:
in the nature of the species or in the very act of sensation. Zabarella makes
clear the consequences of both options while choosing to highlight the work of
the soul.
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45. De sensu agente, X, 854-55.
46. De sensu agente, X, 854. This metaphor has deep medieval roots, and also is used

by Zabarella in his discussion of intellectual cognition. For discussion of the history of “im-
bibere” in the context of medieval discussions of cognition, see Spruitt, Species Intelligibi-
lis, II, 228-230 where he traces the notion of “imbibere” back to Olivi. Of particular intere-
st is the fact that Zabarella rejects this metaphor when discussing the relation between
phantasm and agent intellect, since the phantasm is not directly accessible to the intellect
prior to the production of an intelligible species. See his De speciebus intelligibilibus, chap-
ter VI, columns 992-95.



3. Conclusion

It must be admitted that this account of the process of external sensation is
complex, perhaps overly complex, but it does point up the difficulties in develo-
ping an Aristotelian inspired theory of sensation. To Zabarella’s credit, he calls
into question many central themes of the medieval tradition, while also working
within its parameters. Most remarkable is his claim to be giving an Aristotelian
account, since he accepts the existence of species where Aristotle does not. No-
netheless, in his rethinking of the nature and activity of species, he also points
towards the future development of theories of sensation by rethinking the no-
tion of “intentionality.” As a result, his view begins to sound rather like that of
Descartes. For example, Descartes is insistent that all awareness is apperceptive
and that unnoticed sensations are not mental items at all. Moreover, Descartes
replaces what he views as the scholastic view that sensation consists of the im-
material reception of forms in a corporeal sense power with the view that sen-
sation must be a process that joins matter and mind47. Zabarella, in locating in-
tentionality in the operation of the soul apart from the sense power, ends up
holding similar views to Descartes, at least to the extent that all sensation is for
him apperceptive – there is no sensation of which we are unaware – and invol-
ves the joint cooperation of the corporeal (the sensible species and ensouled or-
gan) with the immaterial (the soul apart from the organ). 

Of course, I do not want to press the similarities between Zabarella and
Descartes too strongly, since their conception of matter is so very different.
Nonetheless, I see it as striking that Zabarella develops an account of sensation
in conscious reaction to the Medieval tradition and in which the soul, apart
from the body, is the efficient cause of sensation and in doing so ends up with
a theory in which the soul and body contrast so sharply in their operations48.
There is at root a kind of bi-phasic aspect to the sense power. It is both the
inert receptacle of sensible species as well as the receiver of sensations caused
by the soul. It is not easy to see why, if the soul is a constituent part of the sen-
se power as it must be to receive the senses caused by the soul operating alo-
ne, the soul alone does the sensing. The explanation can be found in Zabarel-
la’s recognition that sensing as an activity, while it might have reference to a
sense power, somehow transcends the corporeality, even the ensouled corpo-
reality of the sense power.
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47. For a very useful discussion of Descartes, sensation and intentionality, see A.D. Smith,
Berkeley’s Central Argument against Material Substance, in J. Foster and H. Robinson (eds.),
Essays on Berkeley, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1985), pp. 37-58, especially pp. 44-50.

48. One persistent issue that arises in discussions about theories of an agent sense is the
role played by the thought of Augustine. Thus, for example, the literature on Jandun’s
theory is deeply divided over how “Augustinian” his account is. I see no trace of Augustine
in Zabarella. Instead, we see that the issue of the relation of sense and soul, of the material
and the immaterial, arises from passages within the Aristotelian tradition, at least broadly
conceived. For Jandun’s alleged Augustinianism, see Mahoney, Agostino Nifo’s De sensu
agente, p. 120, n. 9, and the references cited there.


