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Given this crucial shift in the meaning of the term ‘conscientia’, it is hardly surprising that 

many scholars and philosophers who are interested in the history of the problem of 

consciousness focus on early modern texts. However, it would be misleading to see the 

problem of consciousness as a distinctively modern problem. When using ‘conscientia’ as a 

technical term, early modern authors did not identify or introduce a new problem. They 

rather chose a new label or redefined an old one. The problem itself was already present 

during the entire medieval period and usually discussed with the use of labels such as 

‘perceptio’, ‘sensatio’, ‘intellectio’, or ‘notitia’. Of course, these labels were not meant to 

characterize exclusively the cognition of one’s own acts. They were primarily used to refer to 

cognitive access to external things. However, when discussing this kind of access, scholastic 

authors also paid attention to the phenomenon of cognitive access to oneself. Thomas 

Aquinas is a telling example. When commenting on Aristotle’s De anima, he extensively 

discussed the question of how we can perceive external things. But he then turned to the 

question of how we can perceive that we see and hear, a question already posed by 

Aristotle, and discussed it with the label ‘sentire’. This question opened a complex debate 

about access to one’s own perceptual acts and gave rise to the further question of how this 

type of access is related to the access we have to our intellectual acts. It is precisely to these 

debates that we need to turn if we want to understand how scholastic thinkers dealt with 

the problem of consciousness. The history of this problem is not just the history of the term 

‘conscientia’. We should rather look at a multiplicity of terms in order to see what kind of 

conceptual apparatus was introduced and which aspects of the complex problem of 

consciousness were covered by different terminological.  


