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PHENOMENA: THE ARGUMENT OF FUNCTIONAL RELATION1

A rejeição dos fenômenos mentais inconscientes em Franz 
Brentano: O argumento da relação funcional
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RESUMO

No presente artigo, abordo o terceiro entre os quatro argumentos de Brenta-
no contra a existência de fenômenos mentais inconscientes, a saber, sua ré-
plica à alegação de que alguns fenômenos mentais são muito fracos para se-
rem conscientes. Após uma breve discussão sobre a noção de inconsciente 
em Brentano (seção 2) e uma visão geral de seus quatro argumentos contra a 
existência de fenômenos mentais  inconscientes (seção 3), discuto o argu-
mento baseado em uma – alegada – relação funcional entre (a) nossa cons-
ciência de nossos próprios fenômenos mentais e (b) a intensidade deles. Mi-
nha conclusão é que o argumento não é convincente, porque ele faz uma in-
ferência questionável a partir de (A) como os nossos próprios fenômenos 
mentais  aparecem para nós em nossas experiências conscientes para (B) o 
que esses fenômenos realmente são (seção 4). A verdade é que a concepção 
de consciência de Brentano já contém os fundamentos da perspectiva que 
ele quer recusar  (seção 5).

Palavras-chave:  Consciência.  Inconsciente.  Intensidade.  Relação 
Funcional.

ABSTRACT

In  the  present  article,  I  address  the  third  of  Brentano’s  four  arguments 
against the existence of unconscious mental phenomena, namely his reply to 
the claim that some mental phenomena are too weak to be conscious. After 
a brief discussion of Brentano’s notion of unconsciousness (section 2) and 
an  overview of  his  four  arguments  against  the  existence  of  unconscious 
mental phenomena (section 3), I discuss the argument based on an – alleged 
– functional relation between (a) our consciousness of our own mental phe-
nomena and (b) their intensity. My conclusion is that the argument is not 
convincing, since it makes a questionable inference from (A) how our own 
mental phenomena  appear  to us in our conscious experiences to (B) that 
these phenomena really are (section 4). The truth is that Brentano’s account 
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ni.uni-heidelberg.de. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1065-9621. 
3  This article was written during my research stay (2022-2023) at the Department of Philo-
sophy of the University College Cork (Ireland). I would like to thank my colleges at the Fe-
deral University of Pernambuco (Brazil), for their agreement with my research leave, and 
Dr. Alessadro Salice for his invitation to Cork.
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of consciousness already contains the foundations of the view he wants to 
refuse (section 5).

Key-words: Conciousness. Intensity. Functional Relation. Unconscious.

INTRODUCTION

Franz Brentano is better known in contemporary philosophy as the 

rediscoverer of the medieval concept of intentionality, that is, the distinctive 

property of mental phenomena in virtue of which they refer to a content, or 

are  directed  to some object4. However, since the eve of the twentieth-first 

century, his philosophical work was approached from the point of view of 

the debate about consciousness5.

In the present article, I will  discuss an aspect of Brentano’s view 

about  consciousness  which  is  not  so  often  approached  in  the  literature, 

namely: his rejection of the existence of  unconscious mental phenomena. 

Defending that all mental phenomena are consciousness of some object, he 

questions if there are mental phenomena which are not objects of conscious-

ness6. His answer is negative. In his own words: “The question, ‘Is there un-

conscious consciousness?’, in the sense in which we have formulated it, is, 

(…), to be answered with a firm, ‘No’.” (Brentano, 1924, pp. 194; Brentano, 

1995, p. 137).

In  order  to  ground this  claim,  Brentano articulates  very complex 

replies to the four kinds of arguments for the unconscious that he identifies 

in the literature (see section 3, below). Under these arguments, surely the 

most important7 for Brentano’s account of consciousness is the last one: the 

claim according to which the denial of the existence of unconscious phe-

nomena leads to an infinite regress. Indeed, there is a significant debate de-

voted to the discussion of Brentano’s reply to this argument8.

4   Brentano (1924, p. 124); Brentano (1995, p. 88).
5   See, for example, Thomasson (2000); Hossack (2002); Zahavi (2004) and Textor (2006).
6   Brentano (1924, p. 143); Brentano (1995, p. 102).
7   As Suzan Krantz (1990, p. 746) puts it: “Brentano’s response to the fourth type of argu-
ment seems to consolidate and complete the uniquely philosophical component of his res-
ponse to the other three”. See also Tassone (2012, p. 124).
8   See, for example, Kriegel (2002); Kriegel (2003); Kriegel (2018); Textor (2006); Textor 
(2017); Zahavi (2006).
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However,  I  think  it  is  also worthy to  examine the other  three  of 

Brentano’s replies, because all the four play a role in his attempt to refuse 

the  existence  of  unconscious  mental  phenomena.  Since  Brentano’s  argu-

ments against the existence of unconscious phenomena are arguments to the 

best explanation9 – not arguments based on logical analysis10 – all of them 

contribute to his effort to prove that all mental phenomena are conscious.

Therefore,  in  the  present  work,  I  will  focus  my  attention  on 

Brentano’s reply to a lesser-known argument for the unconscious, namely: 

the claim according to which there is a functional relation between (a) our 

consciousness of our own mental phenomena and (b) their intensity, so that 

some of our mental phenomena are too weak to be conscious.

After  criticizing  the  former  attempts  to  formulate  this  argument, 

Brentano concedes that some circumstances give us reasons to believe in the 

existence of  this  functional  relation.  However,  he sees the presence of a 

functional relation as a proof for the opposite view.

In other words, from the fact that (i) the intensity of our conscious-

ness of a mental phenomenon is a function of (ii) the intensity of this phe-

nomenon  itself,  we  should  conclude  that  all  mental  phenomena  are 

conscious, because all of them have some intensity, and there must be some 

corresponding consciousness11 to this intensity.

However, I believe that Brentano’s argumentation about this issue is 

not conclusive, because the argument of the functional relation is formulated 

in terms of mental phenomena which are  already conscious. His point is: 

from the fact that, in our conscious experiences, both intensities always cor-

respond to each other, we should conclude that any mental phenomenon – 

since it must have some intensity – must have some level of consciousness 

accompanying it, in such a way that there are no unconscious mental phe-

nomena.

9   According to Textor (2017, p. 57-58), Brentano offers “equally good explanations” of 
certain phenomena which do not posit unconscious presentations. Tassone (2012, p. 124) 
claims that Brentano tries to refute four possible explanations to defend the existence of un-
conscious mental phenomena.
10   I would like to thank Hamid Taieb (Humboldt University) and Alessandro Salice (Uni-
versity College Cork) for their remarks – in personal correspondence – about the peculiar 
character of Brentano’s arguments.
11  Brentano (1924, p. 170); Brentano (1995, p. 121).
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However,  the proposed inference from (A),  the case of conscious 

phenomena, to (B), the impossibility of unconscious phenomena, is  uncer-

tain. Brentano himself concedes that unconscious presentations are, at least, 

conceivable12,  which means it  is  still  logically possible  that some mental 

phenomena  do  exist  without  being  accompanied  by  any  presentation  of 

them. In other words, it is logically possible that some mental phenomena 

do exist without being known by us.

Furthermore, Brentano’s refusal of the existence of unconscious phe-

nomena is not compatible with some results of the contemporary research of 

the mind, which has a lot of evidence for the existence of unconscious men-

tal phenomena13.

After a discussion of Brentano’s remarks about the concept of un-

conscious (see section 2), and an overview on the other three arguments 

against the existence of unconscious mental phenomena (see section 3), I 

will present the argument of functional relation (see section 4). I defend that 

Brentano’s account of consciousness already contains the foundations of the 

view he wants to refuse (see section 5).

2. BRENTANO ON THE NOTION OF UNCONSCIOUS

A very interesting point is, unlike many writers14, Brentano does not 

believe the concept of an “unconscious consciousness” to be contradictory15. 

He argues that we have to distinguish between an (i) active and a (ii) passive 

sense of the word “unconscious”16, that is, between “unconscious” as a pred-

icate of (i) a subject, who is not conscious of something, and as a predicate 

of (ii) an object, of which someone is not conscious17.

12  “A presentation of the sound without a presentation of the act of hearing would not be in-
conceivable, at least  a priori” (Brentano, 1924, p. 180; Brentano, 1995, p. 128). It means 
that an unconscious presentation of the sound is perfectly conceivable.
13  See Rosenthal (1997, p. 733); Rosenthal (1993, p. 357); Maier et. al. (2004); Dijksterhuis 
(2004) and Bargh (2005, pp. 37-38).
14  See, for example, Sartre (1943, p. 18) and Sartre (1956, p. lii).
15  “[A] person who raises the question of whether there is an unconscious consciousness is 
not being ridiculous in the same way he would be had he asked whether there is a non-red 
redness. An unconscious consciousness is no more a contradiction in terms [Contradictio in 
adjecto] than an unseen case of seeing.” (Brentano, 1924, p. 143; Brentano, 1995, p. 102).
16  Brentano (1924, p. 143); Brentano (1995, pp. 102-3).
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His claim seems to be that, while it is contradictory to say of a sub-

ject that they are “unconsciously conscious” of something, it is not contra-

dictory to say of an object that someone is not conscious of it – even if this 

“object” is itself the presentation of a further object.

In other words, Brentano seems to mean that the concept of (a) a 

presentation which is not the object of (b) a secondary presentation18 is logi-

cally consistent. Therefore, he seems to have in mind something similar to 

what Rocco Gennaro (1996, p. 5) calls “unconscious awareness”19.

It  is  noteworthy  that  even  in  the  context  of  his  main  argument 

against the existence of unconscious mental phenomena, Brentano concedes 

that a presentation of an object without a presentation of this presentation is 

not inconceivable, at least a priori.20 This claim is very significant, because 

it is made in a context in which Brentano is trying to show that both presen-

tations – (a) the presentation of the object and (b) the presentation of this 

first presentation – belong to the very same mental phenomenon.

I  believe this  concession seriously  weakens Brentano’s  own view 

that all  presentations of objects  contain a presentation of themselves, be-

cause the conceivability of a presentation without another presentation di-

rected to it is equivalent to the conceivability of unconscious presentations.

Here  we  have  a  significant  difference  between  Brentano  and 

Descartes. Both refused the existence of unconscious phenomena21.  How-

ever, for Descartes, consciousness is essential for the mind; then, he defined 

the mind as a thinking thing (res cogitans)22, and thoughts (cogitationes) as 

“all there is in us in such a way that we are immediately conscious of it [my 

emphasis]”23.

17  On this issue, see Tassone (2012, p. 123); Prata (2016, p. 44-45) and Antonelli (2022, p. 
307).
18  On the concepts of (1) primary and (2) secondary presentations, see section 4, below.
19   Jürgen Schröder’s concept of transitive consciousness is somewhat similar to Gennaro’s 
concept of unconscious awareness. Schröder (2004, p. 219) characterizes transitive consci-
ousness in terms of representations of objects and states of affairs, representations which 
can be unconscious.
20  Brentano (1924, p. 180); Brentano (1995, p. 128).
21  Descartes explicitly claimed that “we cannot have any thought of which we are not cons-
cious at the very moment when it is in us.” (Fourth Set of Replies, AT, VII, p.246; AT, IX, 
p.190; CSM, II, p.171).
22  See (Third Meditation, AT, VII, p. 44; AT, IX, p. 35; CSM, II, p. 30).
23  See (Second Set of Replies, AT, VII, p. 160; AT, IX, p. 124; CSM, II, p. 113) – see also 
(Principles of Philosophy, Part one, §9, AT, VIII, p. 7; AT, IX, p. 28; CSM, I, p. 195).
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On his  turn,  Brentano conceded that  unconscious  phenomena are 

conceivable. Therefore, it is more reasonable to assess his account of con-

sciousness as conceiving it as a “proper accident” or “proprium” of mental 

phenomena. As Mauro Antonelli (2022, p. 308) puts it:

A proprium is a necessary but non-essential property of a 
species, deeper than an accident but not yet essential. As 
such, it does not appear in the real definition of a species, 
though it belongs to all its members and nothing else. In 
this sense,  a  proprium is  an accident  which follows or 
flows of necessity from the essence of a thing, but is not 
explanatorily  basic  and is  not  actually  required for  the 
continued existence of a thing. As such, it is nomologi-
cally  necessary,  but  contingent  in  the  ‘metaphysical’ 
sense.”

According to such an assessment, his attempt was to prove that con-

sciousness is a property of all mental phenomena, although it is not an es-

sential  property.  He aimed to prove it  by refuting the arguments  for  the 

existence of unconscious phenomena, but this is a risky enterprise, as far as 

the existence of unconscious phenomena is coherently conceivable.

If Brentano’s replies to the four arguments fail – as I think they do – 

then the road is open for the acceptance of unconscious mental phenomena. 

They are not only conceivable, but also available to  indirect means  of re-

search24, so that we can infer their existence even though we do not have any 

experience of them.

In this  regard,  I  agree with Simon Boag (2015, p.  241) when he 

claims that Brentano’s account allows a coherent conceptualization of un-

conscious mental processes, but I will not develop this issue in the present 

article25. My focus here is on the difficulties of Brentano’s third argument 

against the unconscious.

3.  BRENTANO’S  ARGUMENST  AGAINST  THE  EXISTENCE  OF 

UNCONSCIOUS MENTAL PHENOMENA

24  See Brentano (1924, pp. 147); Brentano (1995, pp. 105).
25  In a work in progress, I approach this issue in more details than in the present article.
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In the third section of the chapter about “Inner Consciousness”, in 

his book  Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, Brentano summarizes 

the four kinds of arguments for the existence of unconscious mental phe-

nomena – see Brentano (1924, pp. 147-48); Brentano (1995, pp. 105):

(1) “First, we could try to prove that certain facts given in 
experience  demand  the  hypothesis  of  an  unconscious 
mental phenomenon as their cause”26.
(2) “Secondly, we could attempt to prove that a fact given 
in  experience must  bring about  an unconscious mental 
phenomenon as its  effect,  even though none appears in 
consciousness”27.
(3) “Thirdly, we could try to show that in the case of con-
scious mental phenomena the strength of the concomitant 
consciousness  is  a  function  of  their  own strength,  and 
that,  because  of  this  relationship,  in  certain  cases  in 
which the latter is a positive magnitude, the former must 
lack a positive value”28.
(4) “Finally, we could attempt to prove that the hypothe-
sis that each mental phenomenon is an object of a mental 
phenomenon leads  to  an  infinite  complexity  of  mental 
states, which is both intrinsically impossible and contrary 
to experience”29.

His own arguments against the existence of unconscious phenomena 

are direct  replies to such arguments which he identifies in the literature. 

Through the chapter, Brentano presents what he sees as the requirements for 

the success of these arguments, and he argues that such requirements are not 

satisfied.

About the first argument – what he sees as the most frequently tried30 

– Brentano claims its success requires that (1.i) The facts which demand the 

hypothesis of an unconscious mental phenomenon as their cause must be 

26  “Thus, for example, if a person were suddenly able to recite poetry in a language she had 
never learned, the explanation might be that someone had recited the same poetry in her  
presence while she was in a coma.” (Krantz, 1990, p. 746).
27  “The consideration here might be, for example, that the roar of the surf is an auditory ex-
perience made up of inaudible components – no droplet of water could be said to roar.”  
(Krantz, 1990, p. 746).
28  “[I]t can be argued that the force of a mental phenomenon is related to the force of its 
cause in such a way that the phenomenon itself sometimes goes unnoticed. Just as certain  
things or events in the external world seem to go unnoticed by us, it may also be that our 
sensations of them are likewise so slight as to go unnoticed by us” (Krantz, 1990, p. 746).
29  “Brentano’s response to this kind of argument is to agree that there is no such thing as an 
infinite regress, but to deny that the only way to rule out an infinite regress of conscious  
acts is to postulate an unconscious consciousness. (…). Thus, Brentano assimilates, e.g., the 
presentation of a sound to the presentation  of the presentation of the sound, so that they 
form one single mental act [my emphasis]” (Krantz, 1990, p. 747).
30  Brentano (1924, p. 148); Brentano (1995, pp. 105-6).
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sufficiently established31; (1.ii) The hypothesis of an unconscious cause must 

really explain that fact32; and (1.iii) That fact “cannot be understood, at least 

not without the greatest improbability, on the basis of other hypotheses [my 

emphasis].” (Brentano, 1924, p. 153; Brentano, 1995, p. 109).

About  the  second argument,  Brentano claims  its  success  requires 

that (2.i). We must exclude the possibility that the mental phenomenon in 

question actually did appear in consciousness, but was then immediately for-

gotten33; (2.ii) it must be proved that the cause in this case – of (supposed) 

unconscious mental acts as effects – is  exactly of the same kind of those 

causes in the cases of conscious mental acts34; and (2.iii) it must be proved 

that the causes that prevented the accompanying consciousness did not pre-

vent the very existence of mental phenomenon – as a (supposed) effect.35

I think that Brentano’s remarks about these two first arguments are 

problematic, because he appeals to certain phenomena which are not subject 

of the contemporary scientific research36 anymore and, moreover, he presup-

poses the necessity of a homogeneity37 between (a) conscious and (b) uncon-

scious phenomena, a homogeneity that I do not believe it to be plausible38.

The fourth argument – as mentioned above – is based on the claim 

that the denial of the existence of unconscious phenomena leads to an infi-

nite regress. The fact that Brentano aims to refute this regress led some peo-

ple to see his argument as based on the notion of the infinite regress itself.39 

However, I agree with Mark Textor (2017, p. 55) when he claims that:

31  Brentano (1924, pp. 148-49); Brentano (1995, p. 106).
32  Brentano (1924, pp. 149-53); Brentano (1995, pp. 106-9).
33  Brentano (1924, p. 163); Brentano (1995, p. 116).
34  Ibid.
35  Ibid.
36  For example, he mentions phenomena like clairvoyance, presentiment, premonition and 
the accomplishments of geniuses – see Brentano (1924, pp. 148-49); Brentano (1995, p. 
106).
37  Brentano (1924, p. 149); Brentano (1995, p. 107), as well as Brentano (1924, p. 163); 
Brentano (1995, p. 116).
38  Given (1) the narrow limits of the focus of our attention and given (2) the enormous 
complexities of our mental states and processes, it is perfectly plausible to suppose that (3)  
our unconscious mental states and processes are far more complex than (and therefore very 
different of) the mental phenomena of which we can be conscious of.
39  See Smith (1986, p. 149) and Kriegel (2003, p. 111).
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The regress threat is an obstacle that needs to be removed 
to clear the way for accepting the view that every mental 
act is conscious; but it is not used by Brentano in an argu-
ment in favor of his positive view. Brentano’s argument 
for his new view, I submit, is a development of Aristo-
tle’s duplication argument.

In his work  De Anima, Aristotle examined the question of whether 

we perceive our own perceptions of objects by means of a further sense – 

the so called “inner sense” – or not. Furthermore, despite the fact that Aris-

totle sometimes accepts and other times refuses the inner sense, Brentano 

believes,  in  his  Psychology from an Empirical  Standpoint40, that  the  Sta-

girite’s actual position concerning the inner sense was negative.41

Based on Aristotle’s remarks42,  Brentano articulated his own argu-

ment for the claim that all mental phenomena include a presentation about 

themselves.43 I would like to reconstruct Brentano’s argument44 as follows:

(P1) Sometimes, we are conscious of a mental phenomenon while it 

is present in us;

(P2) If we are conscious of a mental phenomenon, then either (a) we 

have several presentations, of different kinds, or (b) we have only one pre-

sentation;

(P3) If we determine the number of presentations by the number of 

objects, there is a multiplication of presentations, then the object has to be 

presented twice;

40  Years before, in his book Die Psychologie des Aristoteles (1867), Brentano defended the 
inner sense view – see Textor (2017, pp. 52-54).
41  Brentano (1924, p. 185-86); Brentano (1995, p. 102). See also Textor (2017, p. 54).
42  For a detailed discussion of Aristotle’s views about this issue, see Caston (2002).
43  “In  Psychologie,  Brentano  gave  pride  of  place  to  Aristotelian  arguments  that  speak 
against the inner sense theory.” (Textor, 2017, p. 54).
44  Here I make an abridged quote of Brentano’s own formulation of the argument: “There 
are undoubtedly occasions when we are conscious of a mental phenomenon while it is pre-
sent in us; (…) in such a case, do we have several heterogeneous presentations or only a 
single one? (…) [If] we want to determine the number and the variety of presentations ac-
cording to the number and variety of objects (…) [then] we would have several presentati -
ons (…) of different kinds (…). Yet this is not the case. Rather, inner experience seems to 
prove undeniably that the presentation of the sound is connected with the presentation of 
the presentation of the sound in such a peculiarly intimate way that its being at the same 
time contributes inwardly to the being of the other.” (Brentano, 1924, pp. 176-79; Brentano, 
1995, p. 126-27).
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(P4) Our inner experience shows that (i) the presentation of the ob-

ject (primary presentation) contributes inwardly to the being of (ii) the pre-

sentation of the presentation of the object (secondary presentation);

 (C1)  The  primary  and the  secondary  presentation  form  a single 

mental phenomenon;

(C2) There is no infinite regress.

I  believe  this  attempt  to  conciliate  (A)  the  essentially  conscious 

character of mental phenomena with (B) the absence of an infinite regress 

does not work. Besides the fact that Brentano concedes the logical possibil-

ity of primary without secondary presentations45 – which seems to under-

mine the conclusion that both must belong to a single mental phenomenon46 

– this argument relies on the alleged infallibility47 of our inner experience – 

which seems to be unsustainable48.

But in the remainder of the present article, I will focus my attention 

on the argument based on an – alleged – functional relation between (a) in-

tensity and (b) consciousness, in order to show its fundamental  weakness, 

namely, the fact that Brentano aims to infer (I) the impossibility of uncon-

scious mental phenomena from (II) the evidence of our  conscious experi-

ences.

4.  THE  ARGUMENT  OF  THE  FUNCTIONAL  RELATION 

BETWEEN (A) THE INTENSITY OF A MENTAL PHENOMENON 

AND (B) OUR CONSCIOUSNESS OF IT

45  Brentano (1924, p. 180); Brentano (1995, p. 128).
46  What the premise (P4) claims is that the primary presentation is a condition for the exis-
tence of the secondary presentation. However, if the primary presentation can exist inde-
pendently of the secondary presentation – as Brentano concedes it – then it stands to reason 
that each presentation is a different mental phenomenon.
47  Brentano (1924, p. 198-99); Brentano (1995, p. 140).
48  For some interesting objections to the infallibility of our self-knowledge, see Armstrong 
(1968, p. 109-10) and Rosenthal (2018).
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In  the  sixth  section  of  the  chapter  about  “Inner  Consciousness”, 

Brentano formulates the argument of functional relation as follows:

[T]he existence of unconscious mental phenomena may 
also  be  regarded  as  certain,  if  one  can  prove  that  the 
consciousness of conscious mental acts is a function of 
their own strength, and if it is because of this relationship 
that in some cases where the latter is a positive magnitu-
de the former would have to be without any positive va-
lue.  (Brentano,  1924,  pp.  167-68;  Brentano,  1995,  p. 
119).

In other words, the idea is that some mental phenomena are too weak 

to be conscious. Exactly like certain things in our direct environment can go 

unnoticed by us, it can also be that some of our mental phenomena “are like-

wise so slight as to go unnoticed by us” (Krantz, 1990, p. 746).

These  phenomena (supposedly)  lack  the  intensity  required  to  our 

being conscious of them. At first, Brentano claims that this proportional re-

lation between (a) mental phenomena and (b) their accompanying consci-

ousness was not proved by anyone49.  Furthermore,  he recognizes that the 

inaccuracy of  our  psychological  measurements  can  be  seen  as  an  insur-

mountable obstacle to such a proof50.

Notwithstanding, Brentano affirms that a peculiar circumstance re-

ally seems to enable an exact and certain proof of the proportional relation-

ship  between  those  intensities.  Namely,  the  circumstance  that  (i)  the 

intensity of the act of presentation is – according to him – always equal to 

the (ii)  intensity with which the presented object  appears to  us.  In other 

words: the circumstance that (i) the intensity of a presentation and (ii) the 

intensity of the phenomenon which is the content of this presentation are al-

ways the same51.

According to him, this equality of intensities was widely taken as 

self-evident and, almost without exception, explicitly or implicitly accepted 

by psychologists and physiologists. From the (alleged) fact that the intensity 

49  “No one, however, will assert that Benecke or anyone else has offered a passably ade-
quate proof for the existence of a dependent proportional relation between the two intensiti-
es.” (Brentano, 1924, pp. 168; Brentano, 1995, pp. 120).
50  “We may also assume that the inaccuracy of our psychological measurements, which we 
spoke of during our investigation of psychological method, creates insurmountable obsta-
cles to the exact determination of such a functional relation.” (Brentano, 1924, pp. 168;  
Brentano, 1995, pp. 120).
51  Brentano (1924, pp. 169); Brentano (1995, p. 120).
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of the act of presentation is always equal to the intensity of the phenome-

non, Brentano concludes that the same must be valid in the case of the rela-

tion between (1) a primary and (2) a secondary presentation, that is,  the 

relation between (1) the presentation of an object and (2) the presentation of 

this presentation, which makes it conscious52.

In  a  decisive  passage  of  his  reply  to  the  argument  of  an  infinite 

regress, Brentano claims: “We can say that the sound is the primary object 

of the act of hearing, and that the act of hearing itself is the secondary ob-

ject. Temporally they both occur at the same time, but in the nature of the 

case, the sound is prior.” (Brentano, 1924, p. 180; Brentano, 1995, p. 128, 

Brentano’s emphasis).

It seems perfectly reasonable to adapt this terminology and call the 

presentation of the sound – that is, the hearing – (1) a primary presentation 

– because it is immediately directed to an object – and call the presentation 

of this first presentation (2) a secondary presentation – because it presents 

the hearing just incidentally.

In other words, Brentano’s claim is that “the intensity of the presen-

tation of a presentation must also be equal to the intensity with which this 

latter  presentation manifests  itself  [erscheint]53”.  (Brentano, 1924, p.  169; 

Brentano, 1995, p. 120). He defends that this claim is confirmed by our in-

ner perception of our own mental phenomena, a perception he sees as infal-

lible54.

In the same way we cannot confuse seeing and hearing, we cannot 

confuse a strong auditory sensation with a faint one. Therefore, when we 

have the experience of some mental phenomenon – which is always the pre-

sentation of some object – we can conclude that “the intensity of the presen-

tation  of  every  conscious [my  emphasis]  presentation  is  equal  to  the 

intensity of that presentation.” (Brentano, 1924, p. 169; Brentano, 1995, p. 

121).

According to him, if we accept the truth of this claim, then we have 

a strong reason to refuse the existence of any unconscious mental phenom-

52  Ibid.
53  The word “Erscheinung” – derived from the verb “erscheinen” (to appear) – is a German 
synonym for “Phänomen” (phenomenon).
54  See footnone 45 above.
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ena, “for wherever there exists a mental act of greater or lesser intensity, it is 

necessary to attribute an equal intensity to the presentation which accompa-

nies  it  and  of  which  this  act  is  the  object.”  (Brentano,  1924,  p.  170; 

Brentano, 1995, p. 121).

His attempt is to infer the existence of the functional relation – be-

tween (a) consciousness and (b) the intensity of mental phenomena – from 

our  conscious experiences55.  In  other  words,  from  the  fact  that  we  (al-

legedly) immediately perceive the presence of a functional relation in our 

conscious mental phenomena, we should conclude that (i) the intensity of 

their  consciousness56 always stand in correlation with (ii) the intensity of 

these phenomena themselves. Accordingly, from the fact that all mental phe-

nomena must have some intensity, we should conclude that all of them are 

accompanied  by  some  consciousness  of  a  proportional  intensity,  so  that 

there not can be unconscious mental phenomena.

In my view, Brentano’s argument of the functional relation can be 

reconstructed as follows:

(P1’) In our  conscious experiences, we internally perceive that the 

intensity of secondary presentations is a function of the intensity of mental 

phenomena;

(P2’) All mental phenomena must have some intensity;

(C1’) All mental phenomena must have a secondary presentation di-

rected to them;

(C2’) All mental phenomena are conscious phenomena.

However, I do not believe that Brentano’s argument for these con-

clusions is successful. Firstly, the inference from (A) the functional relation57 

55  “[T]he  intensity of  the presentation of every conscious presentation [jeder bewussten 
Vorstellung] is equal to the intensity of that presentation.” (Brentano, 1924, p. 169; Brenta-
no, 1995, p. 121). “We have already discussed the question of the existence of a functional 
relation between the intensity of conscious mental phenomena [bewussten psychischen Ers-
cheinungen] and the intensity of the accompanying presentations directed toward them.” 
(Brentano, 1924, p. 188; Brentano, 1995, p. 133).
56  Here I mean consciousness as a property of mental phenomena. This is what David Ro-
senthal (1997, p. 729) calls “state consciousness”.
57  That is, the functional relation between (i) the intensity of state consciousness and (ii) the 
intensity of the mental state itself.
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in the case of conscious phenomena to (B) the impossibility of unconscious 

phenomena is uncertain. How could we conclude that all mental phenomena 

must be accompanied by secondary presentations from the consideration of 

already conscious phenomena?

Our conscious experiences give us all direct knowledge we can have 

about our mental phenomena. Nevertheless, given the limitations of our ca-

pacities for knowledge, it is not recommendable to rely so heavily on them 

in our attempts to establish the real nature of entities. As David Rosenthal 

(1986, p. 330) puts it: “Consciousness seems central to mentality only be-

cause it is so basic to how we know our own mental states. But how we 

know about things is often an unreliable guide to their nature.” Reminding 

this limitation of our knowledge is especially important in the case of our 

mental phenomena, because we have so much evidence of their unconscious 

existence (see section 5, below).

Furthermore, Brentano’s concession about the conceivability58 of un-

conscious presentations opens the logical possibility that some mental phe-

nomena do exist without any presentation accompanying them.

In his main argument against the unconscious, namely his reply to 

the argument of an infinite regress, Brentano claims that our inner experien-

ce shows undeniably that “the presentation of the sound is connected with 

the presentation of the presentation of the sound in such a peculiarly intima-

te way [that its being at the same time contributes inwardly to the being of 

the other]59.” (Brentano, 1924, pp. 176-79; Brentano, 1995, p. 126-27).

However, all that our inner experience (allegedly) shows is that the 

secondary presentation is ontologically dependent on the primary one. Since 

Brentano concedes that the existence of a  primary  presentation without a 

secondary one is not inconceivable – at least a priori – he is clearly commit-

ted with the logical possibility of unconscious presentations.

Let us represent60 Brentano’s account of state consciousness – the 

property of mental states to be conscious states – as follows:

58  “A presentation of the sound without a presentation of the act of hearing would not be in-
conceivable, at least a priori” (Brentano, 1924, p. 180; Brentano, 1995, p. 128).
59  Mark Textor’s translation – see Textor (2006, p. 118).
60  Similar pictures were proposed by Kriegel (2002, p. 525) and Jacquette (2004, p. 101).
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Brentano  conceives  mental  states  as  the  peculiar  interweaving 

(eigentümliche Verwebung)61, or fusion (eigentümliche Verschmelzung)62, of 

inner presentations and their objects. Given that the objects of inner presen-

tations are themselves  presentations of objects63, we can reasonably refor-

mulate  his  conception  in  terms  of  the  fusion  of  (1) primary and  (2) 

secondary presentations.

The central claim of his account of consciousness is that the presen-

tation of the primary object and the (secondary) presentation of this first 

presentation “form a single mental phenomenon [ein einziges psychisches 

Phänomen]” (Brentano, 1924, p. 179; Brentano, 1995, p. 127).

This fusion of presentations is seen by him as the real justification 

for the existence of a functional relation between (a) the intensity of our 

mental phenomena and (b) our consciousness of them. In his own words:

If we see a color and have a presentation of our act of 
seeing, the color which we see is also present in the pre-
sentation of this act. This color is the content of the pre-
sentation of the act of seeing, but it also belongs to the 
content  of  the  seeing.  (…)  The  color,  therefore,  even 
though it is present to the mind both in the act of seeing 
and in the presentation of  the seeing,  is  still  presented 
only once. It is self-evident, therefore, that there can be 
no  question  of  a  difference  of  intensity.  This  explains 
very simply the origin of the common belief, which now 
appears fully justified, that the act of seeing and the pre-
sentation of this act do not differ from each other in in-
tensity (Brentano, 1924, pp. 188-89; Brentano, 1995, p. 
134).

In Brentano’s view, the fact that both presentations form a single 

mental phenomenon explains why (i) the intensity of our consciousness of a 

61  See Brentano (1924, p. 179); Brentano (1995, p. 127).
62  See Brentano (1924, p. 183); Brentano (1995, p. 130).
63  See Brentano (1924, p. 180); Brentano (1995, p. 128).
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given mental phenomenon is always proportional to (ii) the intensity of this 

phenomenon itself.  From such functional relation, he intends to conclude 

that all  mental phenomena which merely exist,  as far as they must have 

some intensity, must also be accompanied by some degree of consciousness.

However, what the inner experience (allegedly) shows is that the pri-

mary presentation  “contributes  inwardly  to  the  being of  the64”  secondary 

presentation. In other words, the primary presentation is (allegedly) shown 

by our inner experience as an ontological condition for the being of the sec-

ondary presentation. However, on the other hand, it is a priori conceivable 

that the primary presentation exists without a secondary presentation65.

Referring to the figure above, we can affirm that while (2) needs (1) 

in order to exist, (1) can perfectly exist without (2). Therefore, it is always 

possible that, regardless of our knowledge, some mental phenomena do ex-

ist without being accompanied by any secondary presentation. The merely 

epistemological character of the third argument – as far as this argument is 

based on what we know about our mental phenomena in conscious experi-

ence – does not allow us to draw ontological  conclusions, that is, conclu-

sions about the nature of our mental phenomena.

CONCLUSION 

In his  denial  of  the existence of  unconscious  mental  phenomena, 

Brentano was in syntony with the prevailing view through the history of 

philosophy66, and most of the thinkers in the nineteenth century67. However, 

he himself makes some significant concessions to the view he is opposing.

Brentano concedes not only that there is a coherent sense of “uncon-

scious consciousness”68, but also concedes that – despite their inaccessibility 

– (supposed) unconscious phenomena could be studied by indirect means69. 

64  See Brentano (1924, pp. 179); Brentano (1995, p. 127).
65  See Brentano (1924, p. 180); Brentano (1995, p. 128).
66  Brentano (1924, p. 144); Brentano (1995, p. 103). Bargh and Morsella (2008, p. 73); Ro-
senthal (2009, p. 158).
67   Smith (1999, p. 48).
68  See Brentano (1924, p. 143); Brentano (1995, pp. 102-3).
69  See Brentano (1924, pp. 147); Brentano (1995, pp. 105).
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However, I think his main concession to the defenders of the unconscious is 

his acceptance that unconscious presentations are not inconceivable70.

In my point of view, all these concessions combined are simply fatal 

for Brentano’s  Cartesian view of consciousness as  constitutive  of mental 

phenomena71.  To recognize  the  coherence  of  the  concept  of  unconscious 

mental phenomena exposes Brentano’s own views to decisive objections.

In fact, I believe these concessions are, in principle, completely cor-

rect, given the huge amount of evidence for the existence of unconscious 

mental  phenomena  founded  by  contemporary  research.  As  John  Bargh 

(2005, p. 37-38) puts it: “recent experimental evidence points to a deep and 

fundamental dissociation between conscious awareness and the mental pro-

cesses responsible for one’s behavior; many of the wellsprings of behavior 

appear to be opaque to conscious access.” The evidence for this view arose 

from several mutually independent research fields, such as  social psychol-

ogy, cognitive psychology, and neuropsychology.

In our times, a view like Brentano’s does not seem very likely, since 

there is so much evidence for the opposing view that mental phenomena do 

exist unconsciously, not only in the case of sensorial, but also in the case of 

intentional phenomena.

For instance,  the existence of (a)  intermittent sensations72,  (b)  pe-

ripheral vision, (c) subliminal perception, and even dissociative phenomena 

like (d)  blindsight73, strongly suggest that some sensations do exist uncon-

sciously, striped of any “what it is like”74 features.

Moreover, some circumstances give us strong reasons to conclude 

that some intentional states are, in fact, unconscious. For example, phenom-

ena like (a’) masked priming75 and (b’) unconscious reasoning76 suggest that 

certain presentations and the corresponding mental processes do exist un-

consciously.

70  See Brentano (1924, pp. 180); Brentano (1995, pp. 128).
71  See Mauro’s Antonelli’s (2022, p. 308) remarks about the concept of  proprium  in the 
section 2, above.
72  See Rosenthal (1997, p. 733).
73  See Rosenthal (1993, p. 357).
74  See Nagel (1974, p. 436).
75  See Maier et. al. (2004).
76  See Dijksterhuis (2004).
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The problem is that Brentano remains in the grips of the traditional 

Cartesian  view of consciousness as  constitutive for  the mind77.  His  alle-

giance to this traditional view prevents him to develop the consequences of 

the fundamental reasonability of the acceptance of unconscious mental phe-

nomena, a reasonability that he himself acknowledges.
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