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Aquinas’s View 
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             ABSTRACT:  I argue that Thomas Aquinas maintains the view that (created) powers are 
accidental to their bearers not because powers pertain to bearers with limited essences, 
but because their bearers have limited actual being. Power tracks not only the essence 
of something but also its actual existence. Things have powers that are causally rele-
vant when these things exist, that is, the nature of a power is determined by a thing’s 
essence, but the actual being of the thing of that essence accounts for the limitations of 
this power and for the extent to which a power can have causal eff ects.   

  RÉSUMÉ :  J’interroge dans ce travail le sens dans lequel Thomas d’Aquin estime que 
les choses dotées de pouvoirs (créés) possèdent ceux-ci de manière accidentelle. Cette 
prise de position s’explique parce que le pouvoir retrace l’existence réelle d’une chose 
en plus de son essence. Les choses ont des pouvoirs pertinents à l’ordre de la causalité 
lorsque ces choses-là existent : la nature d’un pouvoir est déterminée par l’essence 
d’une chose, tandis que l’existence même de la chose ayant cette essence explique les 
limites de ce pouvoir et la mesure dans laquelle une puissance peut être cause d’eff ets.   

 Keywords:     medieval philosophy  ,   Thomas Aquinas  ,   causal powers  ,   powers of the soul  , 
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  Causal powers appear in almost every domain of medieval philosophy. They 
are present in physics, or natural philosophy, where medieval philosophers talk 
about substances and qualities as having powers and producing causal eff ects. 
In psychology, medieval philosophers speak of the causal powers of the soul. 
Our soul, according to medieval psychology, has faculties through which it 
acts. These faculties are conceptualized in terms of causal powers in virtue of 
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      1      In Text 1 below, Aquinas makes this point. In discussing the powers of the soul in 
his  Commentary on the Sentences , Bonaventure claims that these powers are not 
essential features of the soul, but he clarifi es that ontologically the powers of the 
soul are not accidents. Thus, Bonaventure maintains that powers are accidental, that 
is, they are outside of the essence of the soul, without falling in the category of 
accidents. See Bonaventure, II  Sent ., dist. 24, art. 2, q. 1 resp. (1885, 560): “Potentiae 
animae nec adeo sunt idem ipsi animae sicut eius principia intrinseca et essentialia, 
nec adeo diversae, ut cedant in aliud genus, sicut accidentia, sed in genere substantiae 
sunt per reductionem.”  

      2      I take the meaning of ‘accidental’ and ‘accident’ to overlap, as I will explain in dis-
cussing Text 1: what is accidental is outside of an essence and really distinct from 
that essence. Ontologically, it is an accident of the essence. However, some medi-
eval philosophers such as Bonaventure, Henry of Ghent, and John Duns Scotus 
allow for cases in which some items are outside of an essence, but not really distinct 
from it. These items are not  accidents  of an essence, although they remain accidental 
to it. These items are sometimes said to be intentionally or formally distinct from an 
essence. On the intentional and formal distinction, see Hoeres ( 1965 ).  

which souls can have acts of understanding, volition, perception, etc. Causal 
powers also appear in ethics. Virtues are dispositional qualities of certain faculties 
of the soul — namely, the will, the intellect, and the sensitive appetite — and 
it is these qualities that enable us to act virtuously. 

 A common understanding of causal powers is that they are features that 
something has in virtue of what it is. For example, in virtue of being rational 
creatures, we have the power of intellect (our faculty for forming concepts, 
judgements, and arguments) and the power of will (our faculty for making 
choices and for forming intentions). God also has powers in virtue of what He is: 
He has the power to create because His essence is such that He is omnipotent. 
Yet, despite the consensus that things have powers in virtue of what they are, 
some medieval philosophers claim that the causal powers of created beings are 
not essential features of their bearers,  1   while God’s power is the same as His 
essence. If these powers are not essential features, they must be accidental. But if 
things have powers in virtue of what they are, why are the powers of God essential 
to Him, while the powers of created beings are only accidental to them? 

 In this paper, I inquire into what Thomas Aquinas means by (created) powers 
being accidental to their bearers.  2   I argue that he maintains this view not 
because powers pertain to bearers with limited essences, but because their 
bearers have limited actual being. Put diff erently, I argue that, for Aquinas, 
power tracks not only the essence of something but also its actual existence. In 
his view, things have powers that are causally relevant when and because these 
things exists: the nature of a power is determined by a thing’s essence, but the 
actual being of the thing of that essence accounts for the limitations of this 
power, and ultimately for the extent to which a power can have causal eff ects. 
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      3      Thomas Aquinas,  Summa Theologiae  (=  ST ) I, q. 77, art. 1, ad 5 (1941, 464a–b): “si 
accidens accipiatur secundum quod dividitur contra substantiam, sic nihil potest 
esse medium inter substantiam et accidens, quia dividuntur secundum affi  rmationem 
et negationem, scilicet secundum esse in subiecto et non esse in subiecto. Et hoc 
modo, cum potentia animae non sit eius essentia, oportet quod sit accidens, et est in 
secunda specie qualitatis. Si vero accipiatur accidens secundum quod ponitur unum 
quinque universalium, sic aliquid est medium inter substantiam et accidens. Quia ad 
substantiam pertinet quidquid est essentiale rei, non autem quidquid est extra es-

 The paper has two parts. In the fi rst part, I investigate one reason that Aquinas 
might have for thinking that powers are accidental to their bearers, that is, why 
he must follow Aristotle’s claim that powers are accidents in the category of 
quality. In the second part, I consider one of Aquinas’s arguments for why the 
powers of the soul are accidents.  

 Powers as Qualities 
 One might think that there is an easy answer to why Aquinas maintains that 
powers are accidental to their bearers: he is following Aristotle’s view. In 
 Categories  8 (9a14–28), Aristotle mentions powers, together with habits, 
among the species of quality. Probably the reason Aristotle assigns powers to 
this category is that things that have powers to cause other things to burn, 
purge, break, etc., are things that are qualifi ed in a certain way. For example, 
a knife has the power to cut because it is sharp, a fi re has the power to heat 
because it is hot, a stone has the power to break glass because it is heavy, etc. 
Since ascriptions of causal powers refer to things that are in a certain way, they 
refer to some of these things’ accidents, namely, their qualities. 

 Although Aquinas agrees with Aristotle that at least some powers are in the 
category of quality, he does not deduce from this that powers are accidental. In 
fact, the order of explanation is diff erent:

  [ Text 1 ] If accident is taken in contradistinction to substance, then there can be no 
half-way between them since one is the negation of the other. One presupposes a 
subject of inherence and the other does not. And thus, since a power of the soul is not 
its essence it has to be an accident, and in fact it belongs to the second subdivision of 
quality. But if we take the word ‘accident’ the way we do when we speak of the fi ve 
types of predicable, then there is something half-way between substance and acci-
dent. Substance in this case includes everything essential to a thing, but not every-
thing non-essential comes, in this way of speaking, to be described as accidental, but 
solely what does not follow necessarily from the thing’s nature. For what is said to 
be proper to a thing is not of its essence yet follows necessarily from its essence, 
putting it, as predicable, midway between essence and accident and in this sense the 
powers of the soul can be said to be midway between substance and accident, natural 
properties of the soul, as it were.  3    
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sentiam, potest sic dici accidens, sed solum id quod non causatur ex principiis 
essentialibus speciei. Proprium enim non est de essentia rei, sed ex principiis essen-
tialibus speciei causatur, unde medium est inter essentiam et accidens sic dictum. Et 
hoc modo potentiae animae possunt dici mediae inter substantiam et accidens, quasi 
proprietates animae naturales. Quod autem Augustinus dicit, quod notitia et amor 
non sunt in anima sicut accidentia in subiecto, intelligitur secundum modum prae-
dictum, prout comparantur ad animam, non sicut ad amantem et cognoscentem; sed 
prout comparantur ad eam sicut ad amatam et cognitam. Et hoc modo procedit sua 
probatio, quia si amor esset in anima amata sicut in subiecto, sequeretur quod 
accidens transcenderet suum subiectum; cum etiam alia sint amata per animam.” 
Translation by T. Suttor (Aquinas  1970 , 93–95).  

      4      Medieval authors usually discuss the ontological status of created powers in the 
context of the powers of the soul. For secondary literature on this issue, and espe-
cially on Aquinas’s view, see Künzle (1956, 171–218), Wippel (2000, 275–294), De 
Boer (2013, 227–252), and Perler ( 2015 ).  

  In the background of this text lies an important metaphysical distinction. Some 
features constitute what something is — they are that thing’s essential features. 
For Aquinas, the powers of the soul, such as the intellect and the will, are not 
essential features of the soul.  4   Any feature of a thing that is not one of its essential 
features is an accidental feature. Because the powers of the soul are not essen-
tial parts of the soul, they are accidental features of it. This seems wrong, for 
the will and the intellect seem not to be  accidental  features of a human soul: 
wouldn’t medieval philosophers think that a human being is rational precisely 
because she has an intellect and a will? In fact, the term ‘accidental’ has two 
meanings. First, it can refer to features that a thing can lose. Consider, for 
example, a pot that becomes hot when put on the stove; when it is removed from 
the stove, it slowly becomes colder. In scholastic parlance, the quality of heat 
is accidental to the pot, because the pot can lose this quality without suff ering 
any other change, thus remaining what it is, namely, a pot. The powers of the 
soul are not accidental in this fi rst sense, for a rational being such as a human, 
if it were deprived of intellect and will, would cease to qualify as a rational 
being. In its second sense, ‘accidental’ refers to features that necessarily per-
tain to something: they always follow from the essential features of a thing. For 
example, heat is a necessary accident of fi re because being hot always follows 
from what fi re is. These accidental features are also called proper accidents: 
because they follow from what a thing is, they are the  proper  features of that 
thing. In contrast to simple accidents (accidents that fall under the fi rst meaning 
of ‘accidental’), proper accidents cannot be lost unless the essence that has 
them is also destroyed. 

 In Text 1, Aquinas takes the powers of the soul to be proper accidents of the 
soul. They are features that any being that has a rational soul has necessarily, 
but they are not essential features of the soul. Because proper accidents remain 
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      5      See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 77, art. 1, ad 3 (1941, 464a): “Compositum autem per formam 
substantialem habet esse substantialiter; per virtutem autem quae consequitur formam 
substantialem operatur.”  

      6      For example, see Aquinas,  Scriptum super libros Sententiarum  II, d. 18, q. 2, art. 3, ad 2 
(1929–1947, 2:470). Yet, sometimes Aquinas also says that powers act as instruments of 
a principal agent. See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 115, art. 1, ad 5 (1941, 684b): “corpus agit et ad 
formam accidentalem, et ad formam substantialem. Qualitas enim activa, ut calor, etsi sit 
accidens, agit tamen in virtute formae substantialis, sicut eius instrumentum; et ideo 
potest agere ad formam substantialem; sicut et calor naturalis, inquantum est instrumen-
tum animae, agit ad generationem carnis. Ad accidens vero agit propria virtute.” Rota 
(2012, 105) also notes that “occasionally Aquinas likens a power to an agent” (referring 
to Aquinas’s claim that the will acts  per modum causae agentis ); however, Rota does 
not inquire further into the sense in which powers can be said to be agents.  

      7      See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 48, art. 1, ad 4 (1941, 304b): “Ad quartum dicendum quod 
aliquid agere dicitur tripliciter. Uno modo, formaliter, eo modo loquendi quo dicitur 
albedo facere album. […] Alio modo dicitur aliquid agere eff ective, sicut pictor 
dicitur facere album parietem. Tertio modo, per modum causae fi nalis, sicut fi nis 
dicitur effi  cere, movendo effi  cientem.”  

ontologically accidents, the powers of the soul will be accidents. Aquinas says 
that the powers of the soul fall in the category of quality: any power of a 
created being is a quality. However, in Text 1, Aquinas does not give any argu-
ment for why powers are qualities — to my knowledge, he never explains  why  
(created) powers are qualities. 

 One might think that powers must be qualities of their bearers because of 
how Aquinas understands the causal contribution of a power to an action. 
According to Aquinas’s account of how powers causally contribute to an action, 
they must be qualities, and so accidental. So, let us focus on his view of the 
causal contribution of powers. For Aquinas, something can exist in virtue 
of the essential features (substantial form) it has, yet this thing acts through its 
powers.  5   Indeed, powers are that through which something acts: powers are 
instruments or quasi-instruments in virtue of substantial forms.  6   But what does 
it mean for something to act  through  a power? ‘To act’ has diff erent meanings 
for Aquinas.  7   It can mean that something acts as an effi  cient cause, that is, in 
the manner of something bringing about an eff ect; for example, a builder is the 
effi  cient cause of a house because she brings about the house. To act also means 
to act as a fi nal cause, that is, in the manner of something that provides an aim 
for something else to act as an effi  cient cause; for example, health is that for the 
sake of which some people go to the gym. Finally, ‘to act’ also means to act as 
a formal cause, that is, in the manner of something that makes something else 
be a certain kind of thing; for example, the shape of a cup makes something a 
cup. In several texts, Aquinas says that a power acts as a formal cause when it 
formally causes the action of the principal agent, which is the effi  cient cause 
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      8      Aquinas thinks that the powers of the soul are related to the soul in the same way 
that heat is related to fi re. See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 77, art. 1, ad 3 (1941, 464a): “Unde 
sic se habet formam accidentalis activa ad formam substantialem agentis (ut calor 
ad formam ignis) sicut se habet potentia animae ad animam.”  

      9      See Aquinas,  Super Evangelium S. Ioannis lectura , cap. 1, lect. 2, n. 76 (1972, 
16–17): “Causam autem operationis, secundum quod exit ab operante, signifi cat 
quando illud quod signifi catur per obliquum, est causa operanti quod operetur, vel 
effi  ciens, vel formalis. Formalis quidem, sicut ignis calefacit per calorem: est enim 
calor causa formalis calefactionis ignis.”  

      10      See Aquinas,  Quaestiones disputatae de malo , q. 5, art. 5, ad 16 (1982, 143): “Unde 
unum et idem est quod agens facit eff ective et quod forma facit formaliter.” On the 
issue of formal action, see Meehan (1940, 203). On the issue of the powers as 
formal causes, see Reynolds ( 2001 ).  

      11      See Aquinas,  Quaestiones disputatae de anima , q. 13, corp. (1996b, 115–116): 
“calefacere et infrigidare distinguuntur quidem secundum quod huius principium 
est calor, illius autem frigus; et iterum in similes fi nes terminantur. Nam agens ad 
hoc agit ut similitudinem suam in aliis inducat.”  

      12      See Aquinas,  Quaestiones disputatae de potentia  (=  De potentia ), q. 3, art. 4, corp. 
(1965, 46): “instrumentum effi  cit actionem instrumentalem non per virtutem pro-
priae naturae, sed per virtutem moventis; sicut calor naturalis per virtutem animae 
generat carnem vivam, per virtutem autem propriae naturae solummodo calefacit et 
dissolvit.” It should be noted that Aquinas uses this example to explain a position 
that he does not endorse.  

of the action. For example, heat  8   is said to be the formal cause of the action of 
heating,  9   whereas it is fi re that produces or brings about heat by the power of 
heat. The view that causal powers act formally is expressed in Aquinas’s claim 
that “what the agent does eff ectively is what the form does formally.”  10   

 What does it mean for a power to cause an action formally? Consider a case in 
which a fi re causes heat in a haystack; the fi re itself has heat, an active quality and 
a power that enables fi re to have a specifi c action, that of heating. The form of heat 
not only allows fi re to cause heat in something else but also accounts for  how  fi re 
causes heat in that thing, and thus for the specifi c way in which fi re acts; this is so 
because usually agents produce something similar to themselves.  11   Given this, a 
power, being also a form, is the formal cause of an action because it accounts for 
the kind of action the bearer of the power performs. But since what the agent does 
effi  ciently the form does formally, the causal contribution of powers is in the 
framework of formal causality, while that of the whole composite is in the frame-
work of effi  cient causality. Thus, there seems to be only one proper agent, the 
whole thing, while the powers themselves do not act effi  ciently, but only formally; 
that is, they account for  how  the action of the agent is done. This explains why 
powers have their own action, as Aquinas sometimes says:  12   the whole agent acts, 
but because its powers account for the manner of its action, each specifi c action 
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      13      See William of Auvergne,  Tractatus de anima  III, chap. 6 (1963, 92): “potentia apud 
animam humanam nihil est aliud quam ipsa anima in iis quae operatur per essentiam 
suam. Exempli gratia cum dicitur anima humana potest intelligere, vel potest scire, et 
ad hunc modum de aliis, dico quod hoc verbum ‘potest’ nihil addit super essentiam 
ipsius …: causa autem in hoc est, quoniam neque apud creatorem, neque apud ani-
mam humanam est potentia principium et causa huiusmodi operationis nisi utriusque 
essentia.” See also Peter John Olivi,  Quaestiones in secundum librum Sententiarum , 
q. 54 (1924, 258–259): “Summa igitur responsionis secundum istum modum dicendi 
est quod sunt partes animae constitutivae, dicentes principaliter aliquam naturam for-
malem et comprehendentes aliquo modo in sui ratione materiam, sed dictae potentiae, 
prout cum hic dicunt relationem ad actum et ad obiectum, et sic quod sunt partim idem 
cum substantia et essentia animae, partim diversa, non per hoc quod aliquod reale 
addant ultra substantiam animae, sed quia non dicunt totam substantiam animae.”  

can be traced back to a power of the agent. For example, fi re’s action of heating 
can be traced back to heat, but not its action of illuminating. 

 In Aquinas’s view, powers have the role of specifying the manner of an action or 
operation; thus, it makes sense to think of powers as qualities. The causing of an 
eff ect is attributed to the whole subsistent thing as the agent, but the specifi c manner 
of this causation is attributed to the agent’s active and passive qualities. For 
example, when fi re heats a pot, we say that in this case of alteration, the causation 
of heat in the pot was done by fi re by means of heating. But the action of heating is 
attributed to fi re only insofar as it has heat, and not, for example, because it can 
illuminate; that is, it is attributed to fi re insofar as it has a certain quality. 

 Yet, this view about the causal contribution of powers does not fully explain 
why Aquinas thought that powers must be accidental to their bearers in the fi rst 
place. One might think that one can trace a specifi c way of acting to an agent’s 
power, even when the agent’s powers are not accidental to it, but essential 
features of it. For example, one might say that the whole soul acts, whereas the 
powers refer only to how the soul is related to specifi c operations.  13   According 
to this view, which was defended by William of Auvergne before Aquinas, and 
by Peter John Olivi after him, the soul can act through its own essence — in 
other words, the powers are included in this essence. These authors have a 
strong reason to maintain this view: in God, His power is His essence and the 
soul is made in the image of God. So, Aquinas needs to explain why we must 
accept his view, which seems needlessly complicated.   

 Powers as Accidents 
 Why does Aquinas hold that the powers of created things are accidental to their 
bearers? Why is it impossible for the powers of the soul to be identical to the 
soul’s essence? One cannot answer these questions simply by stating that  any  
power is accidental to its bearer. Medieval philosophers, including Aquinas, 
agree that powers  can  be the same as the essence of their bearer. This is evident 
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      14      See Godfrey of Fontaines,  Quodlibet  II, q. 4 (1904, 83): “Potentia passiva ad reci-
piendum primum accidens quod habet esse in re materiali est ipsa substantia materiae 
mediante substantia formae, ita quod huiusmodi potentia passiva ad recipiendum 
tale accidens non dicit aliquam rem praeter substantiam materiae et formae nisi forte 
relationem vel respectum tantum, ut etiam dicitur de potentia materiae respecta 
formae substantialis.” On Godfrey of Fontaines’s view about matter, see Wippel 
(1981, 261–292).  

      15      Suárez,  Tractatus tertius de anima  2.1.1 (1856, 572): “In contrarium est quia videtur 
repugnare limitationi atque imperfectioni creaturae universa per suam substantiam 
immediate operari.”  

      16      Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 79, art. 1, corp. (1941, 480a): “Tunc enim solum immediatum 
principium operationis est ipsa essentia rei operantis, quando ipsa operatio est eius 
esse, sicut enim potentia se habet ad operationem ut ad suum actum, ita se habet 
essentia ad esse. In solo Deo autem idem est intelligere quod suum esse. Unde in solo 
Deo intellectus est eius essentia, in aliis autem creaturis intellectualibus intellectus 
est quaedam potentia intelligentis.” Translation by T. Suttor (Aquinas  1970 , 147).  

in God, in whom the powers are the same as the divine essence. It also happens 
in the case of a substance’s passive power to receive its fi rst accidents (its 
necessary proper accidents) — this power is the same as the substance.  14   

 It is precisely the case of God’s power that divides medieval philosophers. 
Some of them, such as William of Auvergne and Peter John Olivi, take this case 
to be paradigmatic, at least for immaterial substances. Others are worried that, by 
positing that the powers of created beings are the same as the essences of those 
beings, an important diff erence between God and creatures is overlooked. The 
early modern scholastic Francisco Suárez raises precisely this point in his discus-
sion about how the powers of the soul are accidental to the soul:

  [ Text 2 ] To be able to immediately cause all its activities through its substance seems 
to be repugnant to the limitation and imperfection of a creature.  15    

  Suárez links the accidentality of causal powers with the imperfection and lim-
itation of a creature, and as I will show, Aquinas does the same. But a creature 
is limited in various ways; so, which imperfect aspect of a creature is the one 
that grounds the view that powers are accidental to it? 

 An answer to this question is suggested by Aquinas in  Summa Theologiae  I, 
q. 79, art. 1:

  [ Text 3 ] A thing’s essence is the immediate source of its activity only when its 
activity is its being. For as any power ( potentia ) is related to its activity ( operatio ) as 
to its actuation ( suum actum ), so is essence related to being. Now in God alone is 
understanding the same as being. In creatures with intelligence, the understanding is 
a power of the one that understands.  16    
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      17      See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 54, art. 2, corp. (1941, 334a): “Esse autem cuiuslibet creaturae 
est determinatum ad unum secundum genus et speciem.” Cf.  ST  III, q. 75, art. 4, corp. 
(1941, 2943a): “Determinatio autem cuiuslibet rei in esse actuali est per eius formam.”  

      18      On this claim and the related claim that “an act is not limited except by a distinct 
potency that receives it,” see Wippel ( 1998 ), Robert ( 1949 ), and Clarke ( 1952 ).  

      19      Clarke (1952, 187) explains the assumption in relation to Plotinus, whom he iden-
tifi es as a source for this view.  

      20      See Aquinas,  De potentia , q. 7, art. 2, ad 9 (1965, 192): “Et per hunc modum, hoc 
esse ab illo esse distinguitur, in quantum est talis vel talis naturae.”  

  Aquinas’s point is that, because the operation or the act of a power is not the 
same as the being of a thing, the power for that operation cannot be the same 
as the essence of that thing. The argument suggests that the powers of the soul 
must be accidental to the essence of the soul because the operations of the soul 
are accidental to it. 

 The argument has the following form:
   

      (A)      A thing’s essence is its power only when the operation of its power is its 
being.  

     (B)      Any power ( potentia ) relates to its activity ( operatio ) as its actuation 
( suum actum ).  

     (C)      Any essence relates to its being as its actuation.  
     (D)      In creatures, the operation of a power is not the same as its being. (This 

premise is not stated in the text, but it is presupposed given that only in 
God is the operation of the power the same as His being.)   

   
  Therefore, in creatures, the power is not the same as the essence, so the power 
is accidental. 

 In this text, Aquinas does not bother to explain any of the premises, probably 
because he thinks that they are explained in other parts of his  Summa Theolo-
giae . So, let us see what explanation we can fi nd for these premises. 

 Let us start with premise (C), which relies on Aquinas’s famous discussion 
of being and essence. According to premise (C), the being of an essence is its 
actuation. This means that no nature or form actually exists unless it has being. 
In Aquinas’s metaphysics, only God has being through Himself; other natures 
or forms or essences have being insofar as they get it from God. But note that 
there is another side to the actualization of forms or essences: when forms are 
actualized, the being something receives is determined or limited.  17   Creatures 
of a certain kind get as much being as their kind (that is, their genus and spe-
cies) allows them. In the background of Aquinas’s discussion lies an important 
principle, namely that “an unreceived act is unlimited.”  18   Briefl y, the intuition 
behind this principle is that anything that is limited requires an explanation for 
its limitation; something that is perfect does not.  19   Being is a perfection and so 
an act: when it is received, it gets limited to this essence or that essence,  20   
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      21      See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 77, art. 1, corp. (1941, 463b): “Primo quia, cum potentia et 
actus dividant ens et quodlibet genus entis, oportet quod ad idem genus referatur 
potentia et actus. Et ideo, si actus non est in genere substantiae, potentia quae dici-
tur ad illum actum, non potest esse in genere substantiae. Operatio autem animae 
non est in genere substantiae; sed in solo Deo, cuius operatio est eius substantia. 
Unde Dei potentia, quae est operationis principium, est ipsa Dei essentia. Quod non 
potest esse verum neque in anima, neque in aliqua creatura; ut supra etiam de 
Angelo dictum est.”  

which by receiving being gets actualized. Actuation thus has two aspects: in 
actuation, essences get actualized in things, while being gets determined or 
limited in them. From premise (C) alone, it is unclear which of these two 
aspects Aquinas thinks is relevant for the argument in Text 3. 

 Premise (B) needs explanation, especially because of the use of the term 
‘ potentia .’ In a previous question ( ST  I, q. 77, art. 1), Aquinas uses an argument 
similar to the one in Text 3, but instead of ‘ potentia ’ and ‘operation,’ he uses 
‘ potentia ’ and ‘act’ as divisions of being.  21   ‘Act’ and ‘potency,’ in the sense of 
divisions of being, refer to what is actual as opposed to what is in potency. For 
example, a tree in potency is diff erent from a tree that is actual. Later in the 
same text, Aquinas seems to equate act and operation, implying that ‘ potentia ’ 
in the sense of power means the same as ‘ potentia ’ in the sense of what is in 
potency. Given this text from q. 77, premise (B) in q. 79, art. 1 seems to say 
that power ( potentia ) relates to operation as  potentia  relates to its act. However, 
this is problematic for what is in potency cannot be a power: a power is a fea-
ture that is actual, but what is in potency is the opposite of what is actual. Put 
diff erently, only actual things can act, and what does not yet exist cannot act. 
Thus, premise (B) is probably not about power being something in potency. 

 So, what does Aquinas mean in premise (B)? Recall that premise (B) is 
related to premise (C) and they must be understood together: “For as any 
power ( potentia ) is related to its activity ( operatio ) as to its actuation ( suum 
actum ), so is essence related to being.” As we saw, the actuation of the essence 
by being is not only about having actual existence, but also about being deter-
mined and limited. Thus, if we take ‘actuation’ in premise (B) to refer to the 
limitation or determination of the power by the operation, then premise (B) 
makes the following point: power is related to an operation as that which 
determines or limits the operation in the same way in which essences determine 
or limit being to this or that nature. This interpretation will also fi t Aquinas’s 
mention of act and potency in q. 77, for what is potential also determines or 
limits to a certain extent what is actual: a tree in act is the opposite of a tree in 
potency, and not, for example, of a fl ower in potency. 

 The same aspect of actuation, as determination or limitation, appears in 
Aquinas’s discussion of premise (D). He argues for premise (D) in  Summa 
Theologiae  I, q. 54, art. 2. His argument starts from the distinction between 
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      22      See Aquinas,  ST  I, q. 54, art. 2, corp. (1941, 334a): “Respondeo dicendum quod 
actio angeli non est eius esse, neque actio alicuius creaturae. Duplex enim est actio-
nis genus, ut dicitur IX Metaphys. Una scilicet actio est quae transit in aliquid 
exterius, inferens ei passionem, sicut urere et secare. Alia vero actio est quae non 
transit in rem exteriorem, sed manet in ipso agente, sicut sentire, intelligere et velle, 
per huiusmodi enim actionem non immutatur aliquid extrinsecum, sed totum in 
ipso agente agitur. De prima ergo actione manifestum est quod non potest esse 
ipsum esse agentis, nam esse agentis signifi catur intra ipsum, actio autem talis est 
effl  uxus in actum ab agente.”  

      23      Ibid.: “Secunda autem actio de sui ratione habet infi nitatem, vel simpliciter, vel 
secundum quid. Simpliciter quidem, sicut intelligere, cuius obiectum est verum, 
et velle, cuius obiectum est bonum, quorum utrumque convertitur cum ente; et ita 
intelligere et velle, quantum est de se, habent se ad omnia; et utrumque recipit 
speciem ab obiecto. Secundum quid autem infi nitum est sentire, quod se habet ad 
omnia sensibilia, sicut visus ad omnia visibilia. Esse autem cuiuslibet creaturae est 
determinatum ad unum secundum genus et speciem. […] Unde solum esse divinum 
est suum intelligere et suum velle.”  

      24      These two readings do not exclude each other, but if we accept one rather than the 
other, we end up with diff erent ways of understanding the nature of powers.  

 transeunt  actions, that is, actions that pass into another thing, and  immanent  
actions, or actions that remain in the agent. In transeunt actions, for example, 
in the case of a fi re burning a haystack, the action (burning) is not the being of 
the agent (fi re), for the action happens in the patient (the haystack).  22   But 
neither is an immanent action such as understanding or willing the same as the 
being of a human, for example. This is so because an operation, according to 
its account ( ratio ), is infi nite in scope: for example, any being can fall under 
the scope of an act of understanding or willing, that is, any being can be under-
stood or desired. Yet, the being of creatures is always fi nite, limited to a species 
or a genus, so creatures will never be able to exhaust the scope of an operation. 
For example, human beings cannot have an infi nite operation of understanding, 
one that comprises everything that can be understood. It is unclear what aspect 
of our being is responsible for this. Aquinas’s reference to species and objects 
of operations suggests that human beings cannot exhaust the scope of an oper-
ation because human understanding depends on sensorial input, which is 
always limited to existing in a certain space and time. Yet, when Aquinas con-
cludes the argument, he says that an operation is not the being of a thing, when 
that being is limited to a species or genus.  23   This suggests that the problem is 
not with the actual existence of an individual of a certain species, but at the 
level of the species or kind to which the individual belongs. For example, 
human understanding, in contrast to angelic understanding, is dependent on 
having a body; generally, having a body puts constraints on how much sensorial 
input human beings can receive.  24   
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      25      Neither Wippel ( 1998 ) nor Clarke ( 1952 ) makes any reference to the application of 
this principle to operations. In a short footnote, Robert (1949, 58 n. 56) envisages 
the possibility that ‘act’ in these two claims can be thought in relation to ‘operation’ 
too. He recognizes that it is diffi  cult to fi nd Aquinas discussing the claim about act 
being limited by potency in relation to operations. Robert refers to one passage in 
which this happens, namely, the discussion of angels in  ST  I, q. 54, art. 2 (1941, 
334a), mentioned above.  

 Aquinas’s argument seems counterintuitive. While one might agree that any 
being with a limited existence is incapable of attaining the whole perfection 
that is possible for an operation, it is unclear why it follows from this that an 
instance of an operation is not the same as the being of a certain limited thing. 
Aquinas’s point goes against what one would expect, namely, that an operation 
such as understanding is not the existence of a human being, since there is 
more to a human being’s existence than her act of understanding. Instead, 
Aquinas insists that, according to its account, the operation of understanding 
has an infi nite scope, while the human being is limited to a certain kind. To 
understand his intuition, recall the principle that “an unreceived act is unlim-
ited.”  25   An operation is an act, and so a perfection. Thus, the operation of 
understanding, when unreceived, that is, when uninstantiated, is perfect. But 
when the operation is instantiated in a human being, it becomes limited. Since 
it becomes limited only at the moment of its instantiation, and since, according 
to its account, the operation remains infi nite in scope, the operation can never 
be the same as the being of its receiver: there is always more to the operation 
than what is instantiated. 

 Let us pause to take stock. Premises (B), (C), and (D) deal with how some-
thing that is a perfection (operation or being) gets limited by that in which it is 
received. If my interpretation up to this point is correct, then premise (C) is 
about how essences limit being to this or that nature; premise (B) is about how 
power limits operation to this or that power; and premise (D) is about how, 
because the actual being of creatures is limited to a genus or a species, their 
operations are limited. By transitivity, it appears that essence is what limits the 
operation, because essence is what limits being, and actual being is what limits 
operation. But if this is all there is to Aquinas’s argument, why didn’t he say it 
from beginning? Moreover, what is the role of powers in this argument? 

 A text from Aquinas’s  Quodlibet  III attempts to explain the connection 
between essence, power, and being, and nuances the view that essence is the 
ultimate cause for why an operation is limited in creatures:

  [ Text 4 ] It must be said that the active power of anything must be assessed according 
to its essence, so that something acts insofar as it is a being in act. For if in something 
a certain form or nature not limited and not contracted were to be found, its power 
would be extended to all acts and eff ects that are fi tting for that nature; for example, 
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      26      See Aquinas,  Quodlibet  III, q. 1, art. 1, corp. (1996a, 241): “Dicendum, quod unius-
cuiusque rei virtus activa est aestimanda secundum modum essentiae, eo quod 
unumquodque agit in quantum est ens actu. Unde si in aliquo inveniatur forma 
aliqua vel natura non limitata seu contracta, erit virtus eius se extendens ad omnes 
actus vel eff ectus convenientes illi naturae; puta, si intelligeretur esse calor per se 
subsistens, vel in aliquo subiecto quod reciperet ipsum secundum totum eius posse, 
sequeretur quod haberet virtutem ad producendum omnes actus et eff ectus caloris. 
Si vero aliquod subiectum non reciperet calorem secundum eius totum posse, sed 
cum aliqua contractione et limitatione, non haberet virtutem activam respectu 
omnium actuum vel eff ectuum caloris” (my translation).  

if heat were understood as subsisting per se, or in some subject that receives it 
according to all its power, it would follow that it would have the power to produce all 
acts and eff ects of heat. However, if a subject did not receive heat according to all its 
power, but with a certain contraction and limitation, it would not have an active 
power with respect to all acts and eff ects of heat.  26    

  It might seem that, when it comes to gauging the powers of a thing, it is suffi  -
cient to consider its essence: human beings have intellectual capacities pre-
cisely because they are essentially rational beings. Yet, Aquinas immediately 
qualifi es this claim by pointing out that in fact we must look to how something 
actually exists; that is, to gauge the powers of a thing we must consider not its 
essence in itself, but its essence insofar as it is actualized. He explains why we 
must do this. Consider heat: if this form were to exist by itself, not received in 
anything and not limited by anything, it would be able to bring about all the 
actions and eff ects that are suitable for such a form. Of course, if it were to 
exist in this way, it would still be a limited form, but it would be perfect insofar 
as its power and operation are concerned. Even if heat existed in a subject, if 
that subject could receive all the eff ects and actions, the power and operation 
of heat (or the heat-having subject) would extend to all the eff ects that are suit-
able for heat. But this is a counterfactual situation, for heat  is  received in some-
thing, i.e., in a subject. Once heat is received in a subject, this power is 
contracted and limited, extending only to certain objects, because the subject 
in which heat inheres gives to the quality of heat only a limited being. This is 
so because Aquinas follows the principle that, when A is received in B, it is 
received according to the capacities of B. For example, when water is poured 
into a vase, the vase will take only as much water as it is able to hold. Thus, 
when heat is received in a subject, the subject will receive heat according to the 
subject’s capacities, including to the subject’s own limited being. 

 Given Text 3 and Text 4, Aquinas’s point is that because an essence receives 
being, and because the essence limits this being, the powers and the operations 
of this actualized essence are in turn limited. His point is not that essence fi rst 
limits being and then it limits both the powers and operations of an actualized 
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thing, for it does not follow from how essence limits being that it also limits 
operation. In fact, once an essence has been actualized, that is, when it exists, 
it is this actualized being (comprising an essence and limited being) that is 
responsible for the  limitation  of the power and its operation, while presumably 
it is essence alone that is responsible for the  kind  of powers that an essence has. 
Thus, it is not the essence alone that powers and operations track, but the 
essence insofar as it has a limited being. 

 Let us return to the argument in Text 3 to see how we should understand it. 
Recall premise (A), which states that an essence is the same as its power when 
the operation is the same as its being. In the light of Text 4, there are two cases 
that must be considered. In the case in which a form exists by itself, its being 
is unlimited: Text 4 tells us that its operations and powers are the same as its 
essence and being. But this situation is counterfactual, since only God exists by 
Himself. In the case in which a form is instantiated, it has actual limited being, 
and the form’s powers and operations are limited too. 

 Why does Aquinas take the powers to be accidental? Consider the case of the 
soul. If the essence of the soul were to exist uncontracted and unlimited, it would 
have powers that could produce all the acts or operations that are proper to a soul. 
But any soul has only a limited being, and because of this the powers of the soul 
are limited. Indeed, considering the essence of the soul alone, these powers should 
be able to bring about all the suitable operations of such a form. Considering the 
essence of the soul as it exists, however, these powers are limited. Just recall how 
the power of understanding is limited by sensorial input. But this means that, when 
the soul exists, the powers of will and intellect are not grounded in the essence 
alone, but in both the essence of the soul and its being. A similar interpretation can 
be constructed for the case of accidents: once a composite of a substantial form 
and matter is informed by an accident, the power of heat is grounded in both the 
composite’s essence and being, and the accident’s essence. For example, once fi re 
receives heat, it extends its being to it; the being that heat receives limits its power. 
This power is no longer the power of heat alone, but of the whole composite. Thus, 
to an important extent, the powers of an actually existing being are accidental to it, 
for they are dependent not only on its essence but also on its limited being. Recall 
that, for Aquinas, a feature is accidental when it is outside of the essence, but 
follows necessarily from it. According to Aquinas, on the interpretation I have 
proposed, the nature of the powers of an actual thing cannot be explained simply 
by a thing’s essence; its actual being also must be considered. In fact, actual being 
is relevant not only to explaining how powers are limited in this world: things have 
powers only when they actually exist in this world. Recall that the case of some-
thing other than God existing by itself is a counterfactual situation. 

 In short, Aquinas’s point is that ultimately the way something exists explains 
the limitations of its powers and operations. If we consider a thing by consid-
ering only its essence as uninstantiated, that thing has powers and operations that 
are the same as its essence. But created things have limited acts of existence. 
While it is the essence of a thing that explains the powers the thing has, it is this 
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      27      Note that Thomas Vio de Cajetan makes the point that accidents are not their own 
powers, but powers of the substance. See Cajetan’s commentary on Aquinas’s 
 Summa Theologiae  I, q. 77, a. 1 (Aquinas  1889 , 239): “apud S. Thomas cum acci-
dens dicitur agere in virtute substantiae est constructio intransitiva, id est ipsa virtus 
substantiae, huc enim tendit tota responsio quod accidentalis vis non sua sed sub-
stantiae est virtus. Quoniam eius est virtus cuius est agere quod est ejus cuius est 
esse quod non est nisi compositi quod substantiali forma est et accidentali ut virtute 
operatur. Non ergo fi ngas intentionalem aliquam formam, qua accidens salves agere 
in virtute substantiae, ut quibusdam visum fuit.”  

thing’s limited act of existence that explains that it now has powers that can 
actually do something and that these powers are limited. Thus, the actual being 
of creatures explains why their powers and operations are outside of their 
essences, and so accidental to them. It is only the infi nite act of God’s existence 
that does not limit His powers (and operations), and therefore in God alone are 
the powers (and operations) the same as His essence.   

 Conclusion 
 The interpretation I have proposed does not explain how the powers of the soul 
are accidental  qualities . Recall that, in Text 1, Aquinas puts powers in the 
category of quality, without advancing any argument for why this is the case. 
My interpretation, however, allows one to maintain that there is a distinction in 
power between creatures and God. In this interpretation, the powers of crea-
tures are accidental to them because the way in which these creatures exist 
limits not only their operations but also their powers. Only a being such as God 
who has an infi nite way of existing has a power that matches His essence. 

 I will conclude by briefl y mentioning two aspects of my interpretation that 
make it plausible as an interpretation of Aquinas. First, my interpretation fi ts 
with important aspects of Aquinas’s view about actions: actions are attributed 
to whole things ( actiones sunt suppositorum ), not to their components. Recall 
Text 4 on heat: when heat is received in a subject (in the substantial form of 
fi re), the power of heat is limited because of the actual being that fi re has. This 
power is now grounded in the being and essence of heat as it is instantiated in 
the subject that receives it. But one outcome of this is that we cannot attribute 
this power to heat alone: the power is not the same as the essence of heat, 
because heat, in virtue of its essence, has a power that is infi nite in scope; how-
ever, fi re does not receive the essence of heat according to all its power, for the 
substantial form of fi re as instantiated has only limited actual being. The power 
cannot be ascribed to the essence of fi re, for fi re did not have this power before 
it received heat. If this power tracks the actual being of heat, as I have argued, 
then the power must be attributed to that which has heat, namely, the actual 
composite of heat and fi re.  27   Because the power is attributed to the whole com-
posite, the action too will be attributed to the whole composite. 
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      28      In defending Aquinas’s view on the powers of the soul, Cajetan makes a similar 
distinction between active powers. See Cajetan’s commentary on Aquinas’s  Summa 
Theologiae  I, q. 77, a.1 (Aquinas  1889 , 239): “Ad ea quae tertio obiiciuntur, 
dicitur quod potentia activa sumi potest dupliciter. Primo, pro proximo opera-
tionis principio eff ectivo ut quo: et sic argumentum concludit; sed non proprie 
sumitur potentia activa hoc modo, quia non perfecte. Et ideo, proprie loquendo, 
talis potentia activa, non potentia, sed principium activum vocatur. Secundo, 
pro proximo operationis eff ectivo principio ut quo, habente statum potentiae: et 
tunc habet complete rationem potentiae activae; et sic sumitur in proposito, ubi 
proprie loquimur. Primo modo, calor est potentia calefactiva: secundo modo, 
non. Et universaliter nulla res est proprie potentia activa, nisi sit talis quod sibi 
conveniat quandoque esse in actu primo tantum: hoc enim est habere statum 
potentiae.”  

 Second, my interpretation allows us to distinguish between two kinds of 
power. On the one hand, there is the power of a form or essence alone, 
a power that remains infi nite in its scope and is linked with an infi nite 
operation. Note that this power will be the same as the essence only if the 
essence has its own being. Since this is impossible (only God is His own 
being), it follows that this power is only improperly called a power because 
it will never bring about an operation. On the other hand, there is the power 
of an actual existing being. This power is a proximate principle of an oper-
ation, and so something that really can have a causal contribution in this 
world.  28   

 Thinking about the status of this power — albeit a power only in an improper 
sense of the term in contrast to a power properly so called — is helpful for two 
reasons. First, it shows that, although Aquinas associates power with essence, 
he also thinks that power is much more than a mere possibility for action. Only 
actual things can act, yet we are also correct to say that things can act in virtue 
of what they are, namely, their essences. Second, thinking about how the actual 
being of a thing explains its power allows Aquinas to emphasize that created 
beings’ power is contingent and dependent on God’s power. Finite power is 
contingent because it depends on God giving being to essences: without 
the actuation of essences, we cannot properly speak of powers as principles of 
operations. 

 There is a further issue with the interpretation I proposed: it is unclear to me 
to what extent Aquinas pursues the claim that the actual being of a thing limits 
its powers. For it is one thing to think about a power of something while abstract-
ing from actual existence, and another to think of a power of something while 
considering it as an actual created thing of this or that nature. Yet, it is quite 
diff erent to think about a power of something while considering this thing as a 
being of a certain nature that actually exists in space and time, and in a cultural, 
political, and economic system. Most of the appeal of my interpretation rests 
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      29      See Aquinas,  De potentia , q. 7, art. 3, p. 193 (1965, 193): “nihil ponitur in genere 
secundum esse suum, sed ratione quidditatis suae; quod ex hoc patet, quia esse 
uniuscuiusque est ei proprium, et distinctum ab esse cuiuslibet alterius rei.”  

      30      Aquinas’s remarks about  esse intensivum  and  virtus essendi  seems to agree more 
with the richer understanding of actual being. On the issue of  esse intensivum  and 
 virtus essendi , see O’Rourke ( 1991 ).  

on what Aquinas understands by ‘limited actual being.’ When Aquinas says at 
the end of his discussion about how an operation, according to its account, 
cannot be the same as the being of something that falls in a genus or a species, 
he seems to mean that we must consider a thing insofar as it is a being of a 
certain genus or species. This would mean that, to understand the powers 
of a thing, we must consider its actual existence insofar as it is something per-
taining to a certain species or a genus. In other contexts, Aquinas has a richer 
understanding of actual being or existence. He says that, although a thing falls 
under a genus or species, because of its form, its actual being is proper to it and 
distinct from the actual being of another thing that falls under the same genus.  29   
Given this richer sense of ‘actual being,’ when we consider the limitations of 
a thing’s power, we might need to track that thing’s actual existence in space 
and time. 

 The outcomes of these two ways of tracking actual existence will be quite 
diff erent. When we consider the extent of a thing’s capacities by tracking its 
actual being as a member of a genus and species, we will make general com-
ments about contingency and limitation. But when we consider the capacities 
of a thing by tracking its actual being in space and time, our comments will 
be more nuanced. For example, on the fi rst sense of ‘actual being,’ we will 
say that medieval people could have understood the theory of relativity, 
while on the second sense of ‘actual being,’ we will say that medieval people 
could not have understood it. These ways of assessing the limitations of 
the powers that things have make a diff erence when it comes to ascribing 
responsibility.  30   

 Like other medieval philosophers, Aquinas maintains the distinction between 
divine and created powers. He preserves this distinction by arguing that crea-
tures cannot have operations that match the actual being of these creatures, 
although by considering their essences alone, these operations are possible 
for them. For Aquinas, powers depend on these things’ essence but are also 
aff ected by these essences’ limited act of existence.     
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