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Why the Concepts of Intentionality Transformed in the History of Ideas.

Nicholas of Cusa’s Theory of Substance

NIE Run-ze
( Department of the History of Science, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084, China)

Abstract; The transformation of the concept of intentionality—from intentio prima to intentio secunda—is an event that Jacob Klein identified as founda-

tional to mathematical physics and even the modern sciences. This transformation would later be invoked to explain the Scientific Revolution. However,

Klein did not fully elucidate the underlying causes for this conceptual transformation. In the history of ideas, the medieval scholastic concepts of intention-

ality—rooted in Aristotelian substance theory—evolved in tandem with transformations within substance theory itself. Building upon Neoplatonic traditions,

Nicholas of Cusa reimagined Aristotelian substance theory by positing God as the “substance of substances” . By elevating the rational soul—an imitation of

the divine—to substantial status, Cusa reconfigured the human soul’ s intention toward God as the primordial intention. This framework provided both the

conceptual groundwork and philosophical impetus for transforming concepts of intentionality even the prevailing worldview.

Key words: first intention; second intention; Nicholas of Cusa; substance
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