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AQUINAS ON EFFICIENT CAUSATION

AND CAUSAL POWERS

In this innovative book, Gloria Frost reconstructs and analyzes
Aquinas’s theories on eûcient causation and causal powers, focusing
speciûcally on natural causal powers and eûcient causation in nature.
Frost presents each element of Aquinas’s theories one by one, com-
paring them with other theories, as well as examining the philosoph-
ical and interpretive ambiguities in Aquinas’s thought and proposing
fresh solutions to conceptual diûculties. Her discussion includes
explanations of Aquinas’s technical scholastic terminology in
jargon-free prose, as well as background on medieval scientiûc views –
including ordinary language explanations of the medieval physical
theories which Aquinas assumed in formulating his views on causa-
tion and causal powers. The resulting volume is a rich exploration of
a central philosophical topic in medieval philosophy and beyond, and
will be valuable especially for scholars and advanced students working
on Aquinas and on medieval natural philosophy.

÷ÿÿ÷ÿ÷ ÷÷ÿ÷ø is Professor of Philosophy at the University of
St. Thomas, Minnesota. She has published articles in journals includ-
ing Journal of the History of Philosophy, British Journal for the History of
Philosophy, Oxford Studies in Medieval Philosophy and Ergo.

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

AQUINAS ON EFFICIENT

CAUSATION AND

CAUSAL POWERS

GLORIA FROST

University of St. Thomas, Minnesota

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cb2 8ea, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org 
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009225380

doi: 10.1017/9781009225403

© Gloria Frost 2022

	is publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions 
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take  

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2022
First paperback edition 2024

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

names: Frost, Gloria Ruth, author.
title: Aquinas on e�cient causation and causal powers / Gloria Frost.

description: Cambridge, United Kingdom : Cambridge University Press, 2022. | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

identifiers: lccn 2022011767 (print) | lccn 2022011768 (ebook) | isbn 9781009225427
(hardback) | isbn 9781009225380 (paperback) | isbn 9781009225403 (epub)

subjects: lcsh: 	omas, Aquinas, Saint, 1225-1274. | Causation. | bisac: philosophy /
History & Surveys / Medieval

classification: lcc b765.t54 f76 2022 (print) | lcc b765.t54 (ebook) | ddc 189/.4–dc23/eng/
20220512

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022011767
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022011768

isbn   978-1-009-22542-7   Hardback 
isbn   978-1-009-22538-0   Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence 
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this  

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will  
remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

To my greatest eûects Cecelia, Maria, Thomas and Joseph

and to Jacob my co-cause in all things

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

Acknowledgments page x
List of Abbreviations for Aquinas’s Works xi

Introduction ø

÷÷÷ø ÿ øÿ÷ ÷ÿ÷ÿ÷ÿø÷ ÿ÷ ÷÷÷÷÷ÿ÷ÿ ÿÿ÷ø÷ÿ÷÷÷

ÿ÷ ÷÷÷ÿ÷ÿ÷ÿø ÷÷÷÷÷øÿÿÿ þ

ø Background and Overview of Aquinas’s Theories øø
ø.ø Overview of Aquinas’s Views on Eûcient Causation and

Causal Powers øø

ø.÷ Competing Models of Causation: Humeanism and Nomicism ÷÷

ø.ö Aquinas’s Sources ÷ÿ

ø.÷ Situating Aquinas among His Medieval Contemporaries ö÷

ø.þ Aquinas’s Terminology öÿ

ø.ÿ Conclusion ÷þ

÷ Eûcient Causation: The Paradigm Case and Its Features
and Conditions ÷þ
÷.ø Paradigm Instances of Eûcient Causation in the Natural World:

Per se vs. per accidens Causation ÷ÿ

÷.÷ Eûcient Causation and Time: Eûcient Causes Need Not Be
Temporally Prior to Their Eûects þ÷

÷.ö The Modality of Natural Eûcient Causation þÿ

÷.÷ Agent and Patient Must Be Other: No Self-Motion Even among
Equivocal Causes þø

÷.þ Agent and Patient Must Be in Contact: No Action at a Distance þÿ

÷.ÿ Conclusion ÿø

ö Active Powers ÿ÷
ö.ø The Twofold Distinction between Potentiality and Actuality ÿþ

ö.÷ The Conditions for Positing and Deûning a Distinct Active Power ÿþ

ö.ö The Identiûcation of Active Potentiality with Form þö

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ö.÷ Form Is Active Potentiality Because Goodness and Perfection
Are Diûusive þþ

ö.þ The Similitude Principle and Equivocal Agents ø÷÷

ö.ÿ Action as the Communication of Form and the Agent’s Educing
of Form from Matter ø÷ö

ö.þ Not Every Form Is an Active Principle for Transmuting Matter ø÷ÿ

ö.ÿ Non-elemental Powers of Mixed Substances and Substantial Form
as Active Power øø÷

ö.þ Locomotion and Aquinas’s Model of Power and Action øøþ

ö.ø÷ Conclusion øøÿ

÷ Natural Inclination and Final Causality ø÷÷
÷.ø The Role of Natural Inclinations and Their Relationship to Form ø÷ø

÷.÷ How Natural Agents Act for Ends without Cognition and
How Ends Cause Actions according to Final Causality ø÷ÿ

÷.ö God as Source of Natural Inclinations and a Natural Agent’s
Intention of Its End øö÷

÷.÷ Conclusion øöþ

þ Passive Powers ø÷÷
þ.ø The Sources of a Material Substance’s Passive Powers: Matter and

Qualitative Forms ø÷ø

þ.÷ The Diversiûcation of Passive Potentialities ø÷þ

þ.ö Obediential Potentiality for Undergoing God’s Actions øþ÷

þ.÷ Are Passive Potentialities for Undergoing Action the Same as
Potentialities for Existence? øþ÷

þ.þ Conclusion øþþ

ÿ Action and Passion øþÿ
ÿ.ø Motion as Incomplete Actuality and the Actuality of the Patient’s

Passive Potentiality øþþ

ÿ.÷ The Same Motion Is Also the Actuality of the Agent’s Active
Potentiality øÿ÷

ÿ.ö Responses to Some Diûculties for the “Action-Passion
Sameness” Thesis øÿþ

ÿ.÷ Action and Passion as Distinct Categories of Accident øþø

ÿ.þ Action as an Accident in the Agent as Subject øÿø

ÿ.ÿ Conclusion øÿþ

÷÷÷ø ÿÿ ÷ÿÿ÷ÿÿ÷÷øÿÿÿ÷ øÿþ

þ Non-Paradigm Cases: Eûcient Causes within Networks,
Absences and sine qua non Causation øþø
þ.ø Networks of Eûcient Causes: The Division of Types of

Eûcient Causes øþ÷

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

þ.÷ Absences and Eûcient Causation øþÿ

þ.ö Aquinas on sine qua non Causation ÷÷÷

þ.÷ Conclusion ÷÷÷

ÿ Eûcient Causes Which Act through Another Cause’s Power ÷÷ÿ
ÿ.ø Instrumental Causes ÷÷þ

ÿ.÷ Instrumental Causality in Nature ÷ø÷

ÿ.ö Primary and Secondary Causes ÷øþ

ÿ.÷ Heavenly Bodies as Primary, Universal Causes of Elemental Actions ÷÷ö

ÿ.þ Conclusion ÷÷ÿ

Conclusion ÷÷ÿ

Bibliography ÷ö÷

Index ÷öÿ

Contents ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

There are many colleagues with whom I have discussed this book over the
years. While I cannot mention all of them by name, I am nevertheless
grateful to all who have shown interest and provided encouragement for
this project. I would particularly like to thank those who provided written
comments on drafts of chapters and other material that made its way into
the book: Jeûrey Brower, Jeûrey Hause, Scott MacDonald, Sydney
Penner, Kara Richardson and Can Laurens Löwe. I would also like to
thank the anonymous readers for Cambridge University Press for their
careful and insightful comments. I am grateful to Hilary Gaskin for her
advice and to Nigel Hope for his copyediting. I am especially grateful to
Jeûrey Brower for organizing a workshop on this book during the summer
of ÷÷÷÷. Jeû Brower, David Cory, Therese Scarpelli Cory, Scott
MacDonald and Jake Tuttle generously read and discussed a penultimate
draft of the entire manuscript. Their insights and suggestions led to many
improvements, and I am grateful to each of them. I gratefully acknowledge
the University of St. Thomas Center for Faculty Development for their
support in the form of a sabbatical grant and Distinguished Early Career
grant that allowed me additional time for research. I am grateful to my
family and friends for the many ways in which they have supported me.
I would especially like to thank my parents, Marianne and Larry
Wasserman, and my husband, Jake Frost. Finally, as in all things, Deo
gratias.

x

www.cambridge.org/9781009225380
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-22538-0 — Aquinas on Efficient Causation and Causal Powers
Gloria Frost
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Abbreviations for Aquinas’s Works

Compend. Theo. Compendium theologiae
De malo Quaestiones disputatae de malo
De mixt. element. De mixtione elementorum
De operat. occult. De operationibus occultis naturae ad quendam

militem ultramontanum
De pot. Quaestiones disputatae de potentia
De prin. nat. De principiis naturae
De spirit. creat. Quaestio disputata de spiritualibus creaturis
De ver. Quaestiones disputatae de veritate
De virt. Quaestiones disputatae de virtutibus
In De anima Sentencia libri De anima
In De caelo In libros De caelo et mundo expositio
In De causis In librum De causis expositio
In De sensu Sentencia libri De sensu et sensato
In Div. nom. Super librum Dionysii De divinis nominibus
In Gen. et Cor. In librum primum De generatione et corruptione

expositio
In Meta. In duodecim libros Metaphysicorum expositio
In Peri Herm. Expositio libri Peryermeneias
In Phys. In octo libros Physicorum expositio
In Post Anal. Expositio libri Posteriorum Analyticorum
In Sent. In quatuor libros Sententiarum
Q.D. de anima Quaestiones disputatae de anima
Quodl. Quaestiones quodlibetales
ScG Summa contra gentiles
ST Summa theologiae
Super Io. Super Evangelium S. Ioannis lectura

I cite divisions within texts according to the following abbreviations:
d. = distinction, q. = question, a. = article, ob. = objection, lec. = lectio,
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c. = chapter. Citations refer to the corpus of the text unless otherwise
indicated. Roman numerals are used to indicate book numbers of works
with multiple books, e.g. In I Sent. = ûrst book of the Sentences.

Whenever possible I cite the Leonine edition of Aquinas’s texts. The
abbreviation used for this edition is “Leon.” Editions used for works not
contained in the Leonine edition are listed in the Bibliography.

xii Abbreviations for Aquinas’s Works
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