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Abstract 

Th�s art�cle analyzes the ep�stemolog�cal and metaphys�cal d�sagreement between Averroes and 

Thomas Aqu�nas, part�cularly focus�ng on the ontolog�cal status of the �ntellect and the 

�ntell�g�ble �n act. Draw�ng pr�mar�ly from Averroes’ Long Commentary on the De An�ma and 

Aqu�nas’ De Un�tate Intellectus, �t �s argued that the core of the�r d�vergence l�es not �n log�cal 

fa�lure but �n the adopt�on of fundamentally d�fferent metaphys�cal prem�ses. Wh�le Averroes 

defends the un�ty of the Mater�al Intellect as a prerequ�s�te for the un�versal�ty of sc�ent�f�c 

knowledge, Aqu�nas pos�ts �nd�v�dual�zed �ntellects and �ns�sts that �ntell�g�bles �n act can ex�st 

�n mult�ple human m�nds. By trac�ng the conceptual role of cog�tat�ve power, abstract�on, and 

�ntellectual �nd�v�duat�on, the art�cle reassesses the val�d�ty of Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que and evaluates 

the coherence of Averroes’ pos�t�on w�th�n Ar�stotel�an psychology. 

Keywords: Averroes; Thomas Aqu�nas; Un�ty of the Intellect; Mater�al Intellect; Agent 

Intellect; Intell�g�ble �n Act; Ar�stotel�an Psychology; Med�eval Ep�stemology; Metaphys�cs of 

Knowledge; Un�versal�ty of Sc�ence; Cog�tat�ve Power; Hylomorph�sm; Intersubject�v�ty; 
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1. Introduct�on 

The med�eval debate over the nature of human �ntellect and the un�versal�ty of 

knowledge reached a p�votal moment �n the encounter between Averroes (Ibn Rushd) and 

Thomas Aqu�nas. At the heart of th�s d�spute l�es the controvers�al cla�m assoc�ated w�th 

Averroes’ �nterpretat�on of Ar�stotle: that the human �ntellect �s one and the same for all 

�nd�v�duals (unus �ntellectus). Aqu�nas’ De Un�tate Intellectus Contra Averro�stas represents a 

systemat�c refutat�on of th�s thes�s, a�m�ng to preserve the �nd�v�dual�ty of human �ntellectual 

acts and the theolog�cal �mpl�cat�ons t�ed to personal respons�b�l�ty, freedom, and �mmortal�ty. 

The recept�on of Ar�stotle’s De An�ma �n the Islam�c world—most notably through the 

extens�ve commentar�es of Averroes—played a cr�t�cal role �n shap�ng Lat�n scholast�c 

ph�losophy. Averroes’ Long Commentary �ntroduced a soph�st�cated ep�stemology based on a 

dual�st framework �nvolv�ng the Agent Intellect (�ntellectus agens) and the Mater�al Intellect 

(�ntellectus poss�b�l�s), both conce�ved as separate substances. In th�s model, understand�ng 

occurs not w�th�n the �nd�v�dual’s soul but through part�c�pat�on �n a un�versal �ntellect common 

to all rat�onal be�ngs. 

Aqu�nas, however, challenges th�s framework on both metaphys�cal and theolog�cal 

grounds. He asserts the mult�pl�c�ty of �ntellects and ma�nta�ns that each human be�ng possesses 

the�r own capac�ty for �ntellectual abstract�on. From h�s perspect�ve, the Averro�st thes�s leads 

to the untenable consequence that human be�ngs do not truly th�nk as �nd�v�duals (non homo 

�ntell�g�t), thereby underm�n�ng the very foundat�ons of personal �dent�ty and moral agency. 

Th�s art�cle a�ms to rev�s�t the ep�stemolog�cal d�vergence between Averroes and 

Aqu�nas by focus�ng on the ontolog�cal status of the �ntell�g�ble �n act (�ntellectum �n actu). It 

proposes that the apparent �ncompat�b�l�ty between the�r v�ews �s not a matter of faulty log�c or 

m�sunderstand�ng, but rather ar�ses from d�st�nct metaphys�cal comm�tments concern�ng the 

nature of rat�onal�ty, abstract�on, and the requ�rements of un�versal sc�ence. By analyz�ng both 

th�nkers’ concept�ons of the cog�tat�ve power, the process of �ntellectual abstract�on, and the 

metaphys�cs of �ntell�g�bles, the art�cle seeks to demonstrate that Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que, wh�le 

rhetor�cally powerful, does not succeed �n refut�ng Averroes on Averroes’ own terms. 

2. Averroes’ Theory of the Intellect 

Averroes’ mature ep�stemology, part�cularly as presented �n h�s Long Commentary on 

Ar�stotle’s De An�ma, reflects a soph�st�cated re�nterpretat�on of Ar�stotel�an psychology rooted 
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�n both Neoplaton�c and Islam�c ph�losoph�cal trad�t�ons. H�s theory of the �ntellect centers 

around the d�st�nct�on between two separate but complementary �ntellectual substances: the 

Agent Intellect (�ntellectus agens) and the Mater�al Intellect (�ntellectus poss�b�l�s). These are 

not facult�es or powers w�th�n the �nd�v�dual human soul, but d�st�nct, �mmater�al ent�t�es 

ontolog�cally external to �nd�v�dual persons. Accord�ng to Averroes, the real�zat�on of un�versal 

knowledge—sc�ent�f�c understand�ng—requ�res that the �ntell�g�ble forms ex�st �n act w�th�n 

the Mater�al Intellect, wh�ch �s s�ngular and shared among all humans (Taylor, 1999, pp. 148–

149). 

Averroes beg�ns w�th the Ar�stotel�an cla�m that all knowledge or�g�nates �n sense 

percept�on. The f�ve external senses apprehend the sens�ble qual�t�es of objects, wh�ch are then 

synthes�zed by the common sense. From th�s synthes�s, �nternal facult�es such as �mag�nat�on 

(phantas�a), memory, and the cog�tat�ve power (v�s cog�tat�va) process the representat�ons of 

part�cular objects. The cog�tat�ve power, �n part�cular, plays a cruc�al role �n d�st�ngu�sh�ng and 

abstract�ng �nd�v�dual �ntent�ons—�mages str�pped of the�r purely sens�ble acc�dents—wh�ch 

are stored �n memory and serve as the raw mater�al for �ntellectual cogn�t�on (Taylor, 1999, pp. 

152–155). 

Yet, Averroes argues that the cog�tat�ve power, be�ng a bod�ly and corrupt�ble faculty, 

cannot grasp un�versals as such. It �s capable only of deal�ng w�th part�culars, and even �ts 

d�scernments are �nseparable from the mater�al substratum. As such, the trans�t�on from the 

part�cular to the un�versal demands a h�gher power: the Agent Intellect, wh�ch �llum�nates the 

denuded �ntent�ons prov�ded by the cog�tat�ve power, thus render�ng them �ntell�g�ble �n act. 

However, the actual �ntell�g�ble does not res�de �n the human soul but �n the separate Mater�al 

Intellect. Th�s �ntellect, eternally actual�zed by the l�ght of the Agent Intellect, serves as the 

repos�tory (thesaurus) of un�versal forms, allow�ng for sc�ent�f�c knowledge to be grounded �n 

a common �ntell�g�ble framework (Taylor, 1999, pp. 156–161). 

Cruc�ally, the �ntell�g�bles �n act (�ntellecta �n actu) cannot ex�st �n �nd�v�dual humans 

as such, s�nce any recept�on �nto a part�cular m�nd—a “th�s”—would enta�l part�cular�zat�on 

and, consequently, the destruct�on of un�versal�ty. Thus, accord�ng to Averroes, �ntell�g�bles �n 

act must be housed �n a un�que, �mmater�al, and non-part�cular �ntellect—one that �s 

metaphys�cally unbounded and ontolog�cally d�st�nct from mater�al �nd�v�duals (Taylor, 1999, 

pp. 160–167). The Mater�al Intellect �s therefore not only s�ngular but also the necessary 

cond�t�on for un�versal d�scourse, �ntersubject�ve knowledge, and sc�ent�f�c demonstrat�on. 
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Moreover, wh�le �nd�v�duals cannot possess �ntell�g�bles �n act, they part�c�pate �n them 

through a natural and operat�onal connect�on w�th the Mater�al Intellect. Th�s part�c�pat�on �s 

expressed through speculat�ve cog�tat�on and the �nd�v�dual’s ab�l�ty to class�fy and recogn�ze 

new �nstances �n l�ght of �ntell�g�bles prev�ously accessed. In th�s framework, human rat�onal�ty 

�s cooperat�ve rather than propr�etary: wh�le the act of understand�ng belongs formally to the 

separate �ntellect, the human soul cooperates mater�ally by prepar�ng the phantasms and 

�ntent�ons that make abstract�on poss�ble (Taylor, 1999, pp. 173–175). 

Averroes’ theory, then, h�nges on the follow�ng ontolog�cal and ep�stemolog�cal comm�tments: 

 Knowledge �s un�versal and must be grounded �n a common, non-part�cular �ntellect. 

 The �ntell�g�bles �n act cannot ex�st �n �nd�v�duals w�thout los�ng the�r un�versal�ty. 

 Human cogn�t�on �nvolves both bod�ly and �mmater�al operat�ons, culm�nat�ng �n 

part�c�pat�on �n the separate Mater�al Intellect. 

Th�s account, though rad�cally d�fferent from the model proposed by Aqu�nas, �s 

�nternally coherent and a�ms to preserve both Ar�stotel�an real�sm and the un�ty of sc�ent�f�c 

knowledge across human subjects. 

3. Aqu�nas’ Cr�t�que �n De Un�tate Intellectus 

Thomas Aqu�nas’ De Un�tate Intellectus Contra Averro�stas (c. 1270) stands as one of 

the most systemat�c and polem�cal efforts �n med�eval ph�losophy to refute the doctr�ne of the 

un�ty of the �ntellect, wh�ch Aqu�nas attr�buted to Averroes and h�s Lat�n followers. The pr�mary 

target of Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que �s the den�al of homo �ntell�g�t, that �s, the cla�m that the act of 

understand�ng does not properly belong to �nd�v�dual human be�ngs. For Aqu�nas, such a 

pos�t�on not only contrad�cts common exper�ence and Ar�stotel�an anthropology but also 

underm�nes the foundat�ons of moral respons�b�l�ty, personal �mmortal�ty, and the Chr�st�an 

doctr�ne of the rat�onal soul (Taylor, 1999, pp. 164–167). 

Aqu�nas’ f�rst l�ne of cr�t�que targets Averroes’ cla�m that �ntell�g�bles �n act (�ntellecta 

�n actu) cannot ex�st �n �nd�v�dual �ntellects w�thout becom�ng part�cular�zed and hence los�ng 

the�r un�versal�ty. Aga�nst th�s, Aqu�nas pos�ts that �ntell�g�bles �n act are abstracted from 

mater�al cond�t�ons and therefore capable of ex�st�ng �n �nd�v�dual m�nds w�thout undergo�ng 

corrupt�on or �nd�v�duat�on. For Aqu�nas, �ntell�g�b�l�ty �s �mpeded not by mult�pl�c�ty but by 

mater�al�ty. Once abstracted from phantasms through the act�v�ty of the Agent Intellect, the 
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spec�es �ntell�g�b�l�s can ex�st �n mult�ple human �ntellects s�multaneously w�thout ceas�ng to 

be un�versal (Aqu�nas, ST I, q. 76, a. 1). 

A second and deeper metaphys�cal object�on concerns the ontolog�cal consequences of 

postulat�ng a s�ngle, shared �ntellect for all humans. Accord�ng to Aqu�nas, such a doctr�ne 

would enta�l that human cogn�t�on �s not truly plural and that the d�st�nct�veness of personal 

knowledge, judgment, and vol�t�on �s an �llus�on. Moreover, Aqu�nas argues that �f there were 

only one �ntellect, then no �nd�v�dual could be the proper subject of knowledge or moral act�on. 

Th�s would make learn�ng �mposs�ble, as a teacher could not commun�cate a concept that 

already ex�sts �n the shared �ntellect of the student. As Aqu�nas wr�tes, th�s reduces educat�on 

to an absurd form of rem�n�scent�a, rem�n�scent of the Platon�c model wh�ch he rejects (Taylor, 

1999, pp. 166–167; De Un�tate Intellectus, cap. 3–5). Furthermore, Aqu�nas challenges 

Averroes’ metaphys�cal pr�nc�ple that “the understood” (�ntellectum) must ex�st �n only one 

�ntellect to preserve �ts un�versal�ty. He �ns�sts that �t �s not the un�ty of the �ntellect that secures 

the un�versal�ty of sc�ence, but rather the nature of the object �tself. The qu�dd�ty (qu�dd�tas) or 

essence of a th�ng, such as the nature of a stone, rema�ns one regardless of how many �ntellects 

grasp �t. Hence, the same �ntell�g�ble spec�es can ex�st �n mult�ple �ntellects w�thout generat�ng 

metaphys�cal �ncoherence or �nf�n�te regress. Th�s allows Aqu�nas to ma�nta�n both the 

�nd�v�dual�ty of �ntellectual acts and the un�versal�ty of sc�ent�f�c d�scourse (Taylor, 1999, pp. 

167–169; Dewan, 1996, pp. 128–129). 

Aqu�nas’ cr�t�c�sm culm�nates �n a theolog�cal assert�on: understand�ng and w�ll must 

be rooted �n the �nd�v�dual rat�onal soul �f personal �mmortal�ty and judgment are to be 

preserved. The separat�on of �ntellect from the soul, as proposed by Averroes, effect�vely 

d�ssolves the human be�ng �nto a mere condu�t of �ntellectual act�v�ty w�thout proper ownersh�p 

of thought. For Aqu�nas, the �ntellect must therefore be a faculty �nherent �n each rat�onal soul—

�mmater�al, subs�stent, and capable of understand�ng �n act. 

Although Thomas Aqu�nas’ arguments �n the De Un�tate Intellectus are marked by a 

h�gh degree of conceptual clar�ty and log�cal r�gor, R�chard C. Taylor (1999) observes that the�r 

persuas�ve force �s cont�ngent upon certa�n metaphys�cal and ep�stemolog�cal assumpt�ons that 

Averroes h�mself does not accept. Ch�ef among these �s the presuppos�t�on that �ntell�g�bles �n 

act (�ntellecta �n actu) can be �nstant�ated �n a plural�ty of �nd�v�dual �ntellects w�thout thereby 

forfe�t�ng the�r un�versal�ty. For Aqu�nas, th�s pr�nc�ple underwr�tes h�s cla�m that the same 

un�versal form can ex�st �mmater�ally �n mult�ple human m�nds, each reta�n�ng �ts un�versal 

character �ndependently of any s�ngular subject. From Averroes’ standpo�nt, however, such 
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mult�pl�cat�on would �nev�tably enta�l a form of part�cular�zat�on, thereby comprom�s�ng the 

un�versal�ty that �s essent�al to sc�ent�f�c knowledge. A second, equally s�gn�f�cant assumpt�on 

�n Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que �s the not�on that the possess�on of knowledge requ�res the ontolog�cal 

presence of the �ntell�g�ble spec�es w�th�n the �nd�v�dual soul. Aqu�nas’ �ns�stence on the 

�mmanence of �ntell�g�bles to the know�ng subject reflects h�s broader hylomorph�c 

anthropology, �n wh�ch �ntellectual act�v�ty �s a faculty of the �nd�v�dual rat�onal soul. Averroes, 

by contrast, construes �ntellect�on as a cooperat�ve process �n wh�ch the �nd�v�dual contr�butes 

mater�ally—through the preparat�on of phantasms and �ntent�ons—wh�le the formal act of 

understand�ng occurs �n a s�ngle, separate, and un�versal Mater�al Intellect. 

4. Comparat�ve Metaphys�cs of the Intell�g�ble �n Act 

At the heart of the metaphys�cal d�spute between Averroes and Thomas Aqu�nas on the 

nature of human �ntellect�on l�es a fundamental d�sagreement concern�ng the ontolog�cal status 

and the mode of ex�stence of �ntell�g�bles �n act (�ntellecta �n actu). Both ph�losophers are un�ted 

�n the�r adherence to the Ar�stotel�an d�ctum that the proper object of �ntellectual cogn�t�on �s 

the un�versal—that wh�ch transcends the cont�ngent and �nd�v�duated features of sens�ble 

real�ty—as opposed to the part�cular, wh�ch �s apprehended by the senses. Yet, desp�te th�s 

shared Ar�stotel�an start�ng po�nt, they d�verge �n a profound and �rreconc�lable manner when 

address�ng the quest�on of the locus and subject of these �ntell�g�bles �n the�r fully actual�zed 

state. For Aqu�nas, �ntell�g�bles �n act can, by v�rtue of the�r �mmater�al�ty, subs�st w�th�n 

mult�ple �nd�v�dual �ntellects w�thout suffer�ng any d�m�nut�on of the�r un�versal�ty. Th�s allows 

h�m to ma�nta�n that each human be�ng, as the possessor of an �nd�v�dual�zed rat�onal soul, can 

house and d�rectly possess the �ntell�g�ble spec�es, thereby �ntegrat�ng un�versal knowledge �nto 

the personal cogn�t�ve l�fe of the subject. Averroes, by contrast, holds that the recept�on of an 

�ntell�g�ble �n act �nto any �nd�v�duated, mater�al-dependent faculty would �nev�tably enta�l �ts 

part�cular�zat�on and thus the loss of �ts essent�al un�versal�ty. To safeguard the pur�ty and 

�ntersubject�ve access�b�l�ty of un�versal knowledge, he locates �ntell�g�bles �n act exclus�vely 

w�th�n a s�ngle, separate, and eternal Mater�al Intellect, to wh�ch all human be�ngs are naturally 

and operat�onally connected. 

Th�s d�vergence �s not reduc�ble to a d�fference �n ep�stemolog�cal emphas�s; rather, �t 

�s rooted �n deeper and �ncompat�ble comm�tments concern�ng the pr�nc�ples of metaphys�cal 

�nd�v�duat�on, the ontolog�cal nature of the �ntellect, and the necessary cond�t�ons for the 

poss�b�l�ty of sc�ent�f�c knowledge. In Aqu�nas’ account, the metaphys�cal un�ty of the knower 

and the known w�th�n each �nd�v�dual �ntellect grounds both personal �ntellectual agency and 
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the theolog�cal aff�rmat�on of the soul’s �mmortal�ty. In Averroes’ system, by contrast, the 

metaphys�cal un�ty of the �ntell�g�ble content across all knowers �s pr�or�t�zed as the s�ne qua 

non for the stab�l�ty, un�versal�ty, and commun�cab�l�ty of sc�ence. 

4.1. Averroes: Un�ty of the Mater�al Intellect and the Preservat�on of Un�versal�ty 

Averroes holds that �ntell�g�bles �n act cannot ex�st �n part�cular human be�ngs w�thout 

be�ng comprom�sed �n the�r very nature. As mater�al ent�t�es, human �nd�v�duals are th�ses 

(hecce�tas), that �s, �nd�v�duated be�ngs whose cogn�t�ve facult�es are corrupt�ble and 

part�cular�zed. If an �ntell�g�ble �n act were to ex�st w�th�n such a subject, �t would cease to be 

un�versal and become a part�cular cogn�t�ve event. Consequently, Averroes pos�ts the ex�stence 

of a s�ngle, �mmater�al, and eternal Mater�al Intellect that serves as the locus of all �ntell�g�bles 

�n act (Taylor, 1999, pp. 160–167). 

In Averroes’ v�ew, human be�ngs contr�bute to �ntellect�on by prov�d�ng �ntent�ones 

d�st�nctae—denuded �mages and �ntent�ons—through the cog�tat�ve faculty, wh�ch are then 

�llum�nated by the Agent Intellect and real�zed as �ntell�g�bles �n the Mater�al Intellect. These 

�ntell�g�bles do not res�de �n the soul but are referred to by the �nd�v�dual through an operat�onal 

l�nk. Sc�ent�f�c knowledge, then, becomes poss�ble because all humans refer to the same 

�ntell�g�bles �n act housed �n a common �ntellect, thus ensur�ng �ntersubject�v�ty, semant�c 

stab�l�ty, and the poss�b�l�ty of a un�f�ed sc�ence (Taylor, 1999, pp. 162–164). 

Averroes’ metaphys�cal framework accords pr�macy to the un�voc�ty (un�voc�tas) and 

un�ty (un�tas) of the object of knowledge, rather than to the psycholog�cal �mmed�acy or 

subject�ve possess�on of �ntellectual content. In h�s v�ew, the ph�losoph�cal and sc�ent�f�c value 

of knowledge does not der�ve from �ts be�ng “owned” by an �nd�v�dual consc�ousness, but from 

the preservat�on of �ts pure, abstract, and non-part�cular form. Such a form must be safeguarded 

from the cont�ngenc�es of �nd�v�dual cogn�t�on and ma�nta�ned w�th�n a s�ngle, shared 

�ntellectual substrate (substratum �ntellect�vum commune) that �s access�ble to all rat�onal 

agents (Averroes, Commentar�um Magnum �n Ar�stotel�s De An�ma, III, comm. 5; Dav�dson, 

1992, pp. 332–333). W�th�n th�s model, the un�ty of the Mater�al Intellect (�ntellectus 

mater�al�s) �s a necessary cond�t�on for the cont�nu�ty and un�versal�ty of knowledge. Were 

un�versal concepts (�ntellecta un�versal�a) to ex�st ontolog�cally w�th�n �nd�v�dual human souls, 

they would �nev�tably acqu�re �nd�v�duat�ng features, thereby los�ng the un�versal�ty essent�al 

to sc�ent�f�c knowledge (Taylor, 1999, pp. 160–167). For Averroes, ep�stem�c rel�ab�l�ty �s 

secured prec�sely by ensur�ng that �ntell�g�bles �n act are preserved on a supra-�nd�v�dual 
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plane—�n the s�ngle, eternal �ntellect �n wh�ch all human be�ngs naturally and operat�onally 

part�c�pate. 

Th�s pos�t�on stands �n del�berate contrast to Aqu�nas’ thes�s that knowledge cannot ex�st 

apart from the knower, and that the form of the known must be �mmanent �n the �ntellect of the 

know�ng subject (De Un�tate Intellectus, cap. 3–4; Aqu�nas, 1993). For Averroes, what matters 

�s not the locus of possess�on but the ma�ntenance of �ntell�g�ble content �n a stable, unchang�ng 

form w�th�n a common �ntellectual repos�tory. H�s model may thus be �nterpreted as an attempt 

to transcend the l�m�tat�ons of �nd�v�dual consc�ousness by ground�ng knowledge �n a 

transpersonal �ntellectual order, thereby guarantee�ng both �ts �ntersubject�v�ty (von Kügelgen, 

1994) and the un�versal val�d�ty of sc�ent�f�c d�scourse. 

4.2. Aqu�nas: Mult�pl�c�ty of Intellects and the Immanence of the Intell�g�ble 

In d�rect oppos�t�on to Averroes’ �ns�stence on the s�ngular�ty of the Mater�al Intellect, 

Aqu�nas ma�nta�ns that one and the same �ntell�g�ble spec�es can ex�st �n a mult�pl�c�ty of 

�nd�v�dual �ntellects w�thout any d�m�nut�on of �ts un�versal�ty. Once a un�versal concept or 

essence—such as human�tas—has been abstracted from mater�al cond�t�ons through the 

operat�on of an �nd�v�dual’s Agent Intellect (�ntellectus agens), �t may be present s�multaneously 

�n several d�st�nct human souls w�thout thereby becom�ng part�cular�zed. For Aqu�nas, 

un�versal�ty �s not endangered by numer�cal mult�pl�cat�on, prov�ded that the form rema�ns 

abstract, �mmater�al, and thus free from the �nd�v�duat�ng cond�t�ons of matter (ST I, q. 76, a. 

2). Th�s conv�ct�on rests on a central Thom�st�c ax�om: qu�dqu�d rec�p�tur �n al�quo, rec�p�tur 

ad modum rec�p�ent�s—“what �s rece�ved �n a subject �s rece�ved accord�ng to the mode of the 

rece�ver” (ST I, q. 84, a. 1). S�nce the human �ntellect, �n �ts act of understand�ng, �s �tself 

�mmater�al, the forms �t rece�ves are reta�ned �n an �mmater�al and therefore un�versal mode. 

The numer�cal plural�ty of �ntellects does not fracture the un�ty of the form, because the mode 

of recept�on preserves �ts un�versal character across �nd�v�dual cogn�t�ve acts. 

In Aqu�nas’ anthropology, the �ntellect �s an �ntr�ns�c faculty of the �nd�v�dual rat�onal 

soul (an�ma rat�onal�s), wh�ch �s both subs�stent and �ncorrupt�ble. Consequently, the act of 

understand�ng must be �mmanent to the very subject who understands. To deny th�s would enta�l 

pos�t�ng a dual�sm between the �nd�v�dual and the �ntellect—an arrangement that Aqu�nas sees 

as �ncompat�ble w�th Ar�stotel�an hylomorph�sm, wh�ch def�nes the human be�ng as a 

substant�al un�ty of form and matter. Moreover, such a dual�sm would underm�ne the theolog�cal 

anthropology of Chr�st�an doctr�ne, wh�ch �ns�sts on the un�ty and personal �mmortal�ty of the 
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rat�onal soul as the subject of knowledge, moral respons�b�l�ty, and eschatolog�cal dest�ny 

(Aqu�nas, De Un�tate Intellectus, cap. 3–4). 

From th�s perspect�ve, Aqu�nas’ reject�on of the Averro�st model �s not merely a 

techn�cal d�spute over the mechan�cs of abstract�on, but a pr�nc�pled defense of a metaphys�cal 

and theolog�cal v�s�on �n wh�ch �ntellectual act�v�ty �s �nseparable from the personal �dent�ty 

and ontolog�cal �ntegr�ty of the human be�ng. 

4.3. Consequences for the Nature of Sc�ence and Intersubject�v�ty 

The d�vergence �n metaphys�cal comm�tments between Averroes and Aqu�nas y�elds 

profound consequences for the�r respect�ve theor�es of sc�ence (sc�ent�a). For Averroes, the very 

poss�b�l�ty of sc�ent�f�c knowledge �s grounded �n the ontolog�cal un�ty of the �ntell�g�bles �n act 

(�ntellecta �n actu). In h�s framework, there must ex�st a s�ngle, non-part�cular referent for every 

un�versal concept employed �n demonstrat�on and rat�onal d�scourse. Th�s un�ty of reference 

ensures that the propos�t�ons of sc�ence reta�n the same mean�ng for all who engage �n them, 

thereby secur�ng the cond�t�ons for �ntersubject�ve ver�f�cat�on and the un�versal�ty of 

demonstrat�ve reason�ng. If mult�ple, ontolog�cally d�st�nct �ntellects were to conta�n what 

purported to be “the same” �ntell�g�ble, the result, accord�ng to Averroes, would be e�ther 

ep�stem�c fragmentat�on—where d�fferent m�nds hold d�st�nct but merely s�m�lar concepts—or 

a regress of the type exempl�f�ed by the Platon�c “Th�rd Man Argument” (tr�tos anthrōpos), �n 

wh�ch a further un�versal would be requ�red to med�ate between each �nstant�at�on of the 

concept (Taylor, 1999, pp. 165–167; cf. Ar�stotle, Parmen�des 132a–b). 

Aqu�nas, by contrast, locates the un�ty of sc�ence not �n the numer�cal �dent�ty of the 

�ntellect that houses the �ntell�g�ble, but �n the ontolog�cal stab�l�ty of the essent�a or forma that 

�s abstracted by mult�ple �ntellects. For h�m, so long as the un�versal form rema�ns the same �n 

nature—�mmater�al, abstract, and free from �nd�v�duat�ng cond�t�ons—�t can be possessed 

s�multaneously by a plural�ty of m�nds w�thout �ncurr�ng contrad�ct�on or loss of un�versal�ty. 

The mult�pl�c�ty of �ntellects does not threaten the un�ty of sc�ence because the nature grasped 

�s one, even �f �t ex�sts �n many as a spec�es �n mult�ple subjects. 

Th�s approach allows Aqu�nas to preserve the �nd�v�dual�ty of �ntellectual acts—each 

act be�ng proper to the knower—wh�le s�multaneously aff�rm�ng the shared rat�onal�ty 

necessary for common d�scourse and sc�ent�f�c collaborat�on. In do�ng so, he constructs a 

framework that al�gns closely w�th Chr�st�an theolog�cal comm�tments to personal agency, 

moral accountab�l�ty, and the eschatolog�cal dest�ny of the �nd�v�dual soul. The Thom�st�c 
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model thus reconc�les the un�versal�ty of sc�ent�f�c truth w�th the personal�st concept�on of the 

human �ntellect, thereby res�st�ng the transpersonal ep�stemology character�st�c of the Averro�st 

trad�t�on. 

4.4. Ph�losoph�cal Stakes 

In the f�nal analys�s, the d�spute between Averroes and Aqu�nas d�scloses two 

fundamentally d�vergent models of human cogn�t�on, each grounded �n d�st�nct metaphys�cal 

and anthropolog�cal prem�ses (Toktas, 2003). On the one hand, Averroes advances a 

transpersonal and referent�al concept�on of knowledge, �n wh�ch �ntellectual content �s housed 

�n an ontolog�cally external and s�ngular Mater�al Intellect. In th�s model, the �nd�v�dual human 

be�ng part�c�pates �n �ntellect�on not by personally possess�ng the �ntell�g�ble �n act, but by 

referr�ng to and operat�onally engag�ng w�th a un�versal repos�tory of forms. On the other hand, 

Aqu�nas art�culates a personal and possess�ve model, where�n knowledge �s rooted �n the 

�mmanent facult�es of the �nd�v�dual rat�onal soul. Here, the act of understand�ng �s �nseparable 

from the knower’s own �ntellect, ensur�ng that the possess�on of �ntell�g�bles �s �ntr�ns�c to the 

subject’s cogn�t�ve and moral �dent�ty. These two models are not merely contrad�ctory 

propos�t�ons compet�ng for log�cal supremacy; rather, they represent d�ffer�ng ph�losoph�cal 

pr�or�t�es and d�st�nct strateg�es for resolv�ng the tens�on between the un�versal�ty of knowledge 

and the �nd�v�dual�ty of the knower. Averroes’ framework �s shaped by a comm�tment to 

preserv�ng the metaphys�cal cond�t�ons necessary for the poss�b�l�ty of un�versal sc�ence—

cond�t�ons that requ�re a s�ngle, non-part�cular locus for �ntell�g�bles �n act to guarantee 

semant�c stab�l�ty and �ntersubject�ve val�d�ty. Aqu�nas’ account, by contrast, �s or�ented toward 

safeguard�ng the psycholog�cal and theolog�cal coherence of human understand�ng, ensur�ng 

that �ntellectual act�v�ty �s consonant w�th Ar�stotel�an hylomorph�sm and the Chr�st�an 

doctr�nes of personal agency, moral respons�b�l�ty, and the �mmortal�ty of the soul (Basdem�r, 

2003).  

In th�s l�ght, the �ntell�g�ble �n act (�ntellectum �n actu) funct�ons as more than a techn�cal 

po�nt of ph�losoph�cal psychology; �t becomes a test case for broader comm�tments concern�ng 

the nature of un�versals, the ontology of the �ntellect, and the relat�onsh�p between the human 

person and truth �tself. The debate thus reveals not only a med�eval controversy over Ar�stotle’s 

legacy, but also an endur�ng fault l�ne �n the ph�losophy of m�nd—between theor�es that 

pr�v�lege the transpersonal un�ty of reason and those that �ns�st on �ts personal embod�ment. 

5. Evaluat�on of Aqu�nas’ Refutat�on 
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Although Thomas Aqu�nas’ De Un�tate Intellectus Contra Averro�stas has long been 

regarded �n the scholast�c trad�t�on as a dec�s�ve and methodolog�cally r�gorous cr�t�que of 

Averroes’ doctr�ne of the un�ty of the �ntellect, closer ph�losoph�cal scrut�ny suggests that �ts 

argumentat�ve force �s qual�f�ed by a fundamental l�m�tat�on: the val�d�ty of Aqu�nas’ refutat�on 

rests upon prem�ses and conceptual comm�tments that Averroes h�mself does not acknowledge. 

When evaluated aga�nst the �nternal log�c of Averroes’ own system, the Thom�st�c object�ons 

cannot be sa�d to engage h�m on h�s own ph�losoph�cal terms. 

Modern reassessments of th�s med�eval controversy—most notably by R�chard C. 

Taylor (1999), Bernard Carlos Bazan (1981), and Deborah Black (1993)—have underscored 

that the purported “demol�t�on” of Averroes’ pos�t�on �s, �n fact, cont�ngent upon a metaphys�cal 

and ep�stemolog�cal framework extr�ns�c to h�s thought. Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que presupposes, for 

example, the poss�b�l�ty that �ntell�g�bles �n act may ex�st s�multaneously �n mult�ple human 

�ntellects w�thout forfe�t�ng the�r un�versal�ty, and the necess�ty that such �ntell�g�bles be 

ontolog�cally �mmanent �n the �nd�v�dual soul for genu�ne knowledge to occur. These 

assumpt�ons, deeply embedded �n Aqu�nas’ hylomorph�c anthropology and theolog�cal 

comm�tments, stand �n d�rect contrast to Averroes’ �ns�stence on the transpersonal un�ty of the 

Mater�al Intellect as the sole locus of un�versal forms. From th�s perspect�ve, the celebrated 

Thom�st�c refutat�on operates less as a d�rect d�sproof of Averroes’ doctr�ne than as the 

presentat�on of a r�val ep�stemolog�cal and metaphys�cal parad�gm—one that �s persuas�ve only 

�f �ts underly�ng prem�ses are granted, but wh�ch Averroes h�mself would reject as �ncompat�ble 

w�th the very cond�t�ons necessary, �n h�s v�ew, for the un�versal�ty and stab�l�ty of sc�ent�f�c 

knowledge. 

Bazan (1981) argues that Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que rests on a fundamental m�sread�ng of 

Averroes’ not�on of the �ntellectum speculat�vum. Aqu�nas �nterprets th�s as equ�valent to h�s 

own concept of the spec�es �ntell�g�b�l�s, that �s, a spec�es present �n the �nd�v�dual �ntellect as 

the formal pr�nc�ple of understand�ng. However, �n Averroes’ psychology, speculat�ve 

�ntell�g�bles are not �nd�v�duated forms �nternal to the human soul but are eternal �ntell�g�bles 

�n act that ex�st only �n the separate Mater�al Intellect (Bazan, 1981, p. 432; cf. Taylor, 1999, 

pp. 150–151). Because of th�s categor�cal m�sal�gnment, Aqu�nas’ arguments—though log�cally 

val�d w�th�n h�s own framework—do not d�rectly engage Averroes’ pos�t�on. As Bazan 

concludes, wh�le Aqu�nas may succeed �n underm�n�ng a vers�on of Averro�sm reconstructed 

on Thom�st�c grounds, he fa�ls to d�smantle Averroes’ actual ph�losoph�cal system. 

LIBERTE JOURNAL (ISSN:0024-2020) VOLUME 13 ISSUE 8 2025

PAGE NO: 297



Deborah Black (1993) extends th�s cr�t�que by prov�d�ng a more nuanced analys�s of 

Averroes’ psycholog�cal model, espec�ally �n relat�on to self-awareness and �ntellectual agency. 

She argues that Aqu�nas’ refutat�on presupposes a concept�on of ep�stem�c ownersh�p—that 

understand�ng must occur �n the �nd�v�dual subject—wh�ch �s al�en to Averroes’ framework. 

Averroes conce�ves �ntellect�on not as the possess�on of a form by a subject, but as the operat�on 

of a un�versal �ntellect �n cooperat�on w�th the facult�es of �mag�nat�on and cog�tat�on (Black, 

1993, pp. 366–379). 

In th�s l�ght, the propos�t�on homo �ntell�g�t (man understands) becomes amb�guous. For 

Averroes, the human be�ng contr�butes mater�ally to the act of understand�ng by prepar�ng the 

phantasms and �ntent�ons, but the formal act of �ntellect�on occurs �n the separate Mater�al 

Intellect. Thus, the cla�m that Aqu�nas refutes—that the human be�ng does not understand—�s 

based on an equ�vocat�on �n the not�on of understand�ng. Black shows that, w�th�n Averroes’ 

own system, th�s d�st�nct�on �s both coherent and necessary. 

R�chard C. Taylor synthes�zes these perspect�ves by emphas�z�ng the structural 

d�vergence between the two th�nkers. Aqu�nas and Averroes operate w�th�n d�fferent 

ph�losoph�cal arch�tectures—d�fferent metaphys�cal start�ng po�nts, d�fferent def�n�t�ons of the 

�ntellect, and d�fferent cr�ter�a for what const�tutes knowledge. As Taylor (1999, p. 175) puts �t: 

“The pos�t�ons of Averroes and Aqu�nas d�verge because of d�fferent ph�losoph�cal roads 

taken along the way, part�cularly w�th respect to the nature of the rat�onal soul and the nature 

of the �ntell�g�ble �n act.” 

Thus, Aqu�nas’ refutat�on succeeds only �f one adopts h�s assumpt�ons: that �ntell�g�bles 

�n act can ex�st �n mult�ple m�nds, that the �ntellect must be part of the human soul, and that 

personal cogn�t�on �s essent�al for moral agency. But �f one adopts Averroes’ prem�ses—

espec�ally the requ�rement for a s�ngle repos�tory of un�versal forms to secure the un�ty of 

sc�ence—then the log�c of Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que becomes less compell�ng. 

The reassessment of Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que has broader �mpl�cat�ons. It caut�ons aga�nst the 

temptat�on to judge ph�losoph�cal systems by external standards w�thout acknowledg�ng the�r 

�nternal coherence. Moreover, �t �nv�tes renewed attent�on to Averroes’ legacy, not merely as a 

fo�l for scholast�c real�sm, but as a ser�ous and systemat�c th�nker whose theory of �ntellect 

rema�ns relevant to contemporary debates �n the ph�losophy of m�nd and the foundat�ons of 

knowledge. 
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Averroes’ �ns�stence on the necess�ty of a un�f�ed �ntellectual referent for un�versal 

knowledge may be seen as a precursor to modern concerns about �ntersubject�v�ty and the 

cond�t�ons for object�v�ty. Aqu�nas’ emphas�s on the �nd�v�dual�ty of �ntellectual acts resonates 

w�th later developments �n personal�st and ex�stent�al�st thought. Each th�nker, therefore, 

art�culates a v�s�on of human cogn�t�on that cont�nues to �nform d�vergent paths �n ph�losoph�cal 

anthropology. 

6. Conclus�on 

The �ntellectual confl�ct between Averroes and Aqu�nas over the nature of human 

understand�ng reveals more than a s�mple d�sagreement on Ar�stotel�an psychology; �t �llustrates 

a profound d�vergence �n metaphys�cal comm�tments and concept�ons of knowledge. Averroes’ 

doctr�ne of a s�ngle, separate Mater�al Intellect emerges from h�s ded�cat�on to preserv�ng the 

un�versal�ty and object�v�ty of sc�ent�f�c knowledge. In contrast, Aqu�nas defends the 

mult�pl�c�ty of human �ntellects �n order to safeguard personal cogn�t�on, moral respons�b�l�ty, 

and theolog�cal anthropology. Throughout th�s art�cle, �t has been shown that Aqu�nas’ 

refutat�on of Averroes, though rhetor�cally powerful and theolog�cally mot�vated, does not 

succeed on Averroes’ own ph�losoph�cal terms. Contemporary scholarsh�p, part�cularly the 

contr�but�ons of Bazan, Black, and Taylor, has demonstrated that Aqu�nas’ cr�t�que rel�es on 

pr�nc�ples that Averroes expl�c�tly rejects—most notably the assumpt�on that �ntell�g�bles �n act 

can be mult�pl�ed across d�st�nct �ntellects w�thout loss of un�versal�ty. Aqu�nas thus offers not 

so much a d�rect refutat�on as an alternat�ve ep�stemolog�cal v�s�on grounded �n h�s own 

theolog�cal and metaphys�cal system. 

Averroes’ pos�t�on, though often marg�nal�zed �n the Chr�st�an West, ant�c�pates later 

ph�losoph�cal concerns regard�ng �ntersubject�v�ty, the un�ty of sc�ent�f�c d�scourse, and the 

transpersonal structure of reason. H�s emphas�s on the external�ty of the �ntellect and the 

referent�al nature of thought �nv�tes renewed attent�on �n l�ght of contemporary d�scuss�ons �n 

ph�losophy of m�nd and cogn�t�ve sc�ence. L�kew�se, Aqu�nas’ �ns�stence on the personal 

�nter�or�ty of �ntellectual acts cont�nues to resonate w�th trad�t�ons that emphas�ze human 

�nd�v�dual�ty, moral autonomy, and sp�r�tual un�ty. 

In the end, the confrontat�on between Averroes and Aqu�nas should not be seen as a 

matter of v�ctory or defeat, but rather as a product�ve d�alect�c between two coherent yet 

�ncompat�ble frameworks. Each th�nker, work�ng w�th�n the bounds of Ar�stotel�an thought yet 

extend�ng �t �n d�vergent d�rect�ons, art�culates a powerful v�s�on of what �t means to know, to 
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th�nk, and to be human. Acknowledg�ng the �nternal cons�stency of both systems, as well as 

the�r ph�losoph�cal depth, allows us not only to better understand the med�eval legacy, but also 

to reframe ongo�ng quest�ons about the nature of reason, the structure of the �ntellect, and the 

un�versal�ty of truth. 
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