
Final 
Causality

It’s the final countdown! The 
Penultimate class….

Metaphysics II



The need for 
final causality 

Types of final 
causes

Two corollary 
principles:

○ every agent acts for the sake of an end
○ the end is the cause of other causes
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What is a final 

cause? What are 
its defining 

features?
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Overview of today’s class:



If we have formal, material and efficient…why 
another cause???

○ Efficient causality is not sufficient to explain 
its own existence. It is the final cause that 
gives it its ultimate explanation and 
direction.

○ Everything that is done, (by an efficient 
cause), every action, is done for a purpose. 
Otherwise it is useless. 

○ Our world is saturated with finality: plants, 
animals, people

○ Aristotle was convinced of finality in nature 
even though he never knew its source.

○ Even John Mayer is….

Still
"Everything happens
For a reason"
Is no reason not to ask myself
If I'm living it right
Am I living it right?
John Mayer - Why Georgia (Live) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=uhYn7ryaWNE&ab_channel=johnmayerVEVO


Nature of a Final Cause
Definition: “that for the sake of which something is done”

○ the principle which determines whether or not, or why, the agent acts
○ the goal towards which the operations of an agent tend towards

What is the final cause of:



Defining characteristics of the final cause
1. Final causes causes by attraction

a. movement by attraction is what is distinctive about final causality
b. final cause attracts the agent towards itself, setting in motion an appetite or natural 

propensity, and thereby actualising the operative powers of the efficient cause (e.g. 
my making a cake)

2. Final cause is something good
a. attracts in so far as it is good, ie. perfective of the agent
b. agent has some appetitive powers that ‘rest’ in the good
c. agent is ‘perfected’ by an act to which it is in potency

3. Final cause is a real, extrinsic principle of the effect
a. Unlike the other causes, the final cause doesn’t confer the actual effect per se but 

there is a relationship of dependence.



A disclaimer…before we look 
at types of final causes

THERE CAN BE SO MANY TYPES 
OF GOALS/ENDS AND THERE 

ARE OFTEN ENDS WITHIN ENDS. 
THUS ONE ACTION CAN HAVE 

MULTIPLE ENDS. 

E.g. I can earn a salary for multiple 
reasons



INTRINSIC AND TRANSCENDENTAL ENDS

○ It is “what” I am accomplishing, the product of my actions 

○ Example: If you asked me “what are you doing?” I wouldn’t say “I’m dragging a sharp 

metallic object across my neck” but rather “I’m killing myself with a knife.”

○ Called the finis operis, the end of the action

Intrinsic end = the natural result of an action 

○ the “why” I have this particular finis operis. The guiding motive of my actions, the “in order 

to.”

○ For intelligent agents, the transcendent end is the consequence of the agent’s free choice. 

○ Called the finis operantis, the end of the agent, in contrast to the end of the action

Transcendental end = the objective towards which an action is directed



LAST ENDS AND PROXIMATE ENDS
○ In a series of dependent final causes, the last end is that for the sake 

of which all the other ends are sought in a given context
- E.g. I study medicine at the university in order to grow in 

knowledge, by which I become a skillful and competent doctor, 
make a lot of money, and use my prestige to give glory to God. 
(All other ends are proximate to the final end.) 

○ There are different types of goods- honourable, pleasurable and 
useful. (Studied in ethics) 

○ In a strict and absolute sense, the last end of all creation is God, 
because He is infinite Goodness.

○ Free creatures are naturally directed towards the supreme good, but 
they may through a wrong use of freedom, choose something other 
than God as the last end of their free actions



Principle of Finality
“every agent acts for the sake of an end”

○ True for both free and non-free agents.
○ If something acts (metaphysically), we know it must be 

inclined to act by some principle. There is always a “why” 
to everything that happens, no matter how hard it might be 
to figure out what that end is.

○ Of course, inanimate things do not perceive their end, but 
neither do they have to
→ “the target is the end both for the archer, and for the 

motion of the arrow.” STA



“If an agent were not inclined towards some definite effect, he 
would remain indifferent towards all possible effects. Now, he 
who looks upon a manifold number of things with indifference 
no more succeeds in dong one of them than another. Hence, 
from an agent contingently indifferent to alternatives, no 
effect follows, unless he be determined to one effect by 
something. Thus, it would be impossible for him to act. 
Therefore, every agent tends towards some definite effect, 
and this is called his end.”

St Thomas on the Principle of Finality



Understanding the finality of created realities
Couldn’t it all just be chance? 

○ There is a vast complex of interdependency that is intelligible - internal 
order in the activity of nature: one thing is for the sake of another, which 
is for the sake of something else

○ Examples:
- Think of the body of a lion. Each organ has a function it must fulfil 

for the organism to live. Teeth are for eating, lungs for breathing, 
eyes for seeing. 

- Regularity in natural processes: geology, climate, plants, animal 
behaviours 

○ How do we explain the evil of privation? If there were no ends or goals 
present in nature, we could not talk about privation or evil, because that 
implies an end. 

○ That said, the natural defects or chance happenings do not disprove final 
causality. Both are manifestations of the contingency of natural agents



The finality of non-free causal agents

○ Immediate end: the perfection of its species - to fulfill 
its nature

○ Transcendent end: representations of his Beauty and 
Goodness.

- To the degree that they participate in Esse, they 
reflect God’s glory 

○ Ordering intelligence : creatures which lack knowledge 
cannot direct themselves towards their end willingly, 
they must be directed towards it by some higher 
intelligence

○ Conclusion: if there is order, regularity, finality, 
purpose in nature, it has to come from somewhere

Romans 1: 20 
For since the creation of the world 
God’s invisible qualities—his 
eternal power and divine 
nature—have been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has 
been made, so that people are 
without excuse.



Principle: The end is the cause of other causes
Why is the final end the causa causorum? 

1

Material cause: matter 
receives form for the sake 

of the end result – a 
substance or an accident.

2

Formal cause: affects the 
matter for the sake of the 

end result.

3

The end is the cause of the 
causality of the agent



Example: back to our 
house

Houses are not a protection against bad 
weather because they have walls and a 
roof; rather, they have walls and a roof 

in order to give protection



Principle: The end is the cause of other causes (2)

○ Last in execution, first in ‘intention’

→ E.g. I want to eat a cake. It is first in intention but come last after the 
material, formal and efficient causes. The intention is first because it 
resides in the form of the entity, in its appetite or natural propensity 

○ The final cause reveals the interconnection of causes: “The end moves the 
agent, the agent ‘educes’ the form and the form actualizes the matter”

○ The extrinsic causes are causes of the intrinsic causes

○ Could it not be said though, that the agent is the cause of the end? Not really. 
The efficient cause does not cause the end to be an end (to be good). It is 
moved by the end whereas the end is an ‘unmoved mover.’ 


