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The signification of the phrase “final cause” must be determined by its use in the statement of Aristotle
that all causation divides into two grand branches, the efficient, or forceful; and the ideal, or final. If we
are to conserve the truth of that statement, we must understand by final causation that mode of
bringing facts about according to which a general description of result is made to come about, quite
irrespective of any compulsion for it to come about in this or that particular way; although the means
may be adapted to the end. The general result may be brought about at one time in one way, and at
another time in another way. Final causation does not determine in what particular way it is to be
brought about, but only that the result shall have a certain general character.
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Efficient causation is that kind of causation whereby the parts compose the whole; final causation is
that kind of causation whereby the whole calls out its parts. Final causation without efficient causation
is helpless; mere calling for parts is what a Hotspur, or any man, may do; but they will not come
without efficient causation. Efficient causation without final causation, however, is worse than helpless,
by far; it is mere chaos; and chaos is not even so much as chaos, without final causation; it is
blank nothing.
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Final causality cannot be imagined without efficient causality; but no whit the less on that account are
their modes of action polar contraries. The sheriff would still have his fist, even if there were no court;
but an efficient cause, detached from a final cause in the form of a law, would not even possess
efficiency: it might exert itself, and something might follow post hoc, but not propter hoc; for propter
implies potential regularity. Now without law there is no regularity; and without the influence of ideas
there is no potentiality.



