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History of Philosophy 
10 Aristotle's Metaphysics 1 

By Dr. Arthur Holmes of Wheaton College 

Abstract:  

Dr. Arthur Holmes provides a detailed examination of Aristotle’s metaphysics, 
focusing primarily on his four causes: material, efficient, formal, and final. He 
explains that while modern thought emphasizes force, Aristotle argued that a 
complete understanding of any object or process requires identifying its physical 
makeup, the trigger for change, its essential nature, and its ultimate purpose. 
The text further explores how these principles apply to both human 
artifacts and natural biological processes, contrasting Aristotle’s "immanent 
teleology" with Plato's transcendent forms. Holmes also discusses the categories 
of being and the law of non-contradiction, asserting that these logical rules are 
necessary for any meaningful communication or scientific inquiry. Finally, the 
lecture traces the historical influence of these ideas through the Middle Ages and 
into the scientific revolution. 

 

 

Briefing Document:  

Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the Four Causes: A Philosophical Briefing 

Executive Summary 

Aristotle’s metaphysical framework represents a fundamental shift in Greek 
philosophy, moving away from the purely material inquiries of the pre-Socratics and 
the transcendent idealism of Plato toward a system of "imminent teleology." The 
core of this system is the Four Causes—Material, Efficient, Formal, and Final—
which Aristotle argues are necessary to fully account for any process of change, 
whether natural or artificial. 

Central to his contribution is the elevation of the Final Cause (Telos), asserting that 
all natural processes are end-oriented and driven by an internal potentiality. 
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Furthermore, Aristotle establishes the Law of Non-Contradiction as the "most 
certain principle" of both thought and being, providing the logical foundation for all 
meaningful discourse. His synthesis dominated Western thought through the Middle 
Ages until the scientific revolution shifted focus exclusively toward material and 
efficient causes. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I. The Doctrine of the Four Causes 

Aristotle argues that a complete understanding of any object or event requires 
identifying four distinct causal factors. While modern thought often limits "cause" to 
a force producing an effect, Aristotle’s definition is more comprehensive. 

1. The Material Cause 

• Definition: The "stuff" or substratum from which a thing is made. 

• Significance: The nature of the material affects the outcome; for example, 
sculpting in wood produces a different result than sculpting in stone. 

• Historical Context: This was the primary focus of early pre-Socratics (e.g., 
Thales’ water, Heraclitus’ fire). 

2. The Efficient Cause 

• Definition: The source of change or the force exerted to produce a result. 

• Illustration: In a sculpture, this is the work of the sculptor using a chisel; in 
reproduction, Aristotle identifies the father as the efficient cause. 

3. The Formal Cause 

• Definition: The essential nature or "essence" of the thing being produced. 

• Function: It is the "form" that the potentiality of an object aims to realize. For 
an acorn, the formal cause is the essence of the oak tree inherent within it. 

4. The Final Cause (Telos) 

• Definition: The end, goal, or purpose for which a thing exists or a process 
occurs. 
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• Distinctive Contribution: Aristotle considers this his primary contribution to 
metaphysics. He asserts that nature does nothing without a purpose and that 
every process is oriented toward a "good" or a completed state. 

Cause Description Example (Sculpture) 

Material The physical substance Stone or Marble 

Efficient The agent or force of change The Sculptor's labor 

Formal The design or essential nature The image of "The Thinker" 

Final The purpose or end goal Adorning a temple 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

II. Teleology and the Philosophy of Nature 

Aristotle’s view of nature is defined by imminent teleology, meaning that purpose is 
not imposed from the outside (as by a divine craftsman) but is an "innate 
endowment" within things themselves. 

Potentiality and Actuality 

Aristotle defines change as the actualization of potential. An acorn is not yet an 
oak tree, but it possesses the "inner potency" to become one. This process is 
governed by the formal cause (the blueprint) and the final cause (the goal of 
maturity). 

The Role of Art and Discovery 

Under this framework, human art is not an act of pure creation from nothing. 
Instead, the artist is a discoverer of potentials already inherent in material: 

• Musicians discover the potential in the physics of sound. 

• Sculptors discover the possibilities within the grain of wood or texture of 
stone. 

The Concept of Chance 

Aristotle maintains that nothing in nature is truly uncaused. "Chance" or 
"accidental" events occur when two independent natural processes intersect. 
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• Example: If a person is bitten by a mosquito, both the human and the 
mosquito are following their own natural trajectories. The bite is "accidental" 
because it is extraneous to the essential nature of the human being's 
development, resulting from a complexity of contingent, extraneous causes. 

Time and Motion 

Aristotle rejects Zeno’s paradoxes and Plato’s view of time as a mere shadow. He 
defines time as the "measure of motion." Because change is the essence of nature, 
time is a continuum that allows for the measurement of these processes. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

III. The Science of Being and Logic 

Metaphysics is defined by Aristotle as the "science of being qua being." This involves 
classifying the different ways in which things can be said to "be." 

Categories of Being 

Aristotle identifies several categories of existence, with Substance being the 
primary category. Other categories include: 

• Affections: Qualities or states of a substance. 

• Quantities: Dimensions or numbers. 

• Relations: How a substance stands in regard to something else. 

• Spatial/Temporal: Location and timing. 

These categories are not merely linguistic tools; they are intended to be descriptive 
of reality itself. 

The Law of Non-Contradiction 

Aristotle asserts that the most fundamental law of both thought and being is that a 
thing cannot both be and not be at the same time and in the same respect. 

• Necessity for Discourse: Aristotle argues that if one denies this law, 
language becomes meaningless. To speak or mean anything at all, one must 
assume that a word has a specific meaning and not its opposite. 
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• Negative Demonstration: Since the law is the foundation of all proof, it 
cannot be proven positively (as that would be circular). Instead, Aristotle 
offers a negative proof: an opponent must assume the law even to attempt to 
deny it. If someone says "The law of non-contradiction is false," they are 
asserting that their statement is true and not false, thereby utilizing the very 
law they aim to reject. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

IV. Historical Evolution and Influence 

The Aristotelian framework has undergone significant reinterpretation and rejection 
throughout the history of philosophy. 

Medieval Synthesis 

• Thomas Aquinas: Adopted the four causes to define law and theology. For 
example, he defined law as an ordinance of reason (formal) for the common 
good (final), made by an authority (efficient) for a community (material). 

• Theological Shifts: Toward the end of the Middle Ages, thinkers like William 
of Ockham and Martin Luther challenged the Aristotelian model, fearing that 
"unchanging forms" and "natural processes" limited the direct sovereignty of 
God. 

The Scientific Revolution 

The transition to modern mechanistic science (15th–16th centuries) involved a 
radical pruning of Aristotle’s causes: 

• Newtonian Physics: Accepted only Efficient (forces) and Material (particles) 
causes. 

• Loss of Teleology: Formal and final causes were discarded as unnecessary 
for scientific explanation. 

• Humean Skepticism: David Hume eventually argued that even material and 
efficient causes cannot be known empirically, leading to skepticism regarding 
all knowledge of nature. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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V. Key Terminology Summary 

• Telos: The end, goal, or purpose (Final Cause). 

• Noose: Mind or reason (referenced regarding Anaxagoras). 

• Substance: The essence of a thing; that which remains through change. 

• Equivocation: Violating logic by using a term in two different senses or 
categories. 

• Ex Nihilo: Creation out of nothing (a point where Aquinas deviates from 
Aristotle’s material cause). 

 

 

 

Study Guide: 

Aristotle's Metaphysics: Causality, Being, and Logic 

This study guide provides a comprehensive review of Aristotle’s metaphysical 
framework as presented by Dr. Arthur Holmes. It covers the four causes, the nature 
of teleology, the categories of being, and the fundamental laws of logic. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part I: Short-Answer Quiz 

Instructions: Answer the following questions in two to three sentences based on 
the provided text. 

1. How does Aristotle’s definition of an "efficient cause" differ from the modern 
conception of a cause? 

2. What is the role of the "material cause" in determining the outcome of a 
process? 

3. Using the example of an acorn, explain the concept of a "formal cause." 

4. How does Aristotle define the "final cause" or telos? 
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5. In Aristotle’s view of human reproduction, what specific causal roles are 
assigned to the father and the mother? 

6. What was Aristotle’s primary critique of the Pre-Socratic philosophers 
regarding causality? 

7. How does Aristotle’s view of "art" challenge the 19th-century Romanticist 
view of human creativity? 

8. According to Aristotle, what is the relationship between "chance" and 
"causality"? 

9. Define the "Law of Non-Contradiction" as it relates to both thought and being. 

10. Why did later thinkers like William of Ockham and Martin Luther object to the 
Aristotelian model of natural processes? 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part II: Quiz Answer Key 

Question Answer 

1 

While modern thought views a cause as a force exerted to produce a 
result, Aristotle terms this the "efficient cause." He finds this definition 
insufficient on its own, arguing that a total account of any process 
requires three additional causal factors. 

2 

The material cause refers to the nature of the "stuff" being affected, such 
as wood versus stone in sculpting. The specific properties of the material 
have causal significance because they dictate the possible 
consequences and limitations of the work. 

3 

The formal cause is the essential nature or "immanent form" of a thing, 
such as the oak tree's form existing as potential within an acorn. Without 
this inherent formal cause, the acorn would lack the specific orientation 
required to grow into an oak tree. 

4 
The final cause is the telos, or the goal, purpose, and "end in view" for 
which a process occurs. It represents the "good" or the fulfillment toward 
which a natural or artificial change is oriented. 
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5 

Aristotle assigns the "efficient cause" to the father as the source of 
movement and the "formal cause" to the father's essential nature which 
the child inherits. The mother is relegated to the "material cause," acting 
as the substratum or body for the process. 

6 

Aristotle argued that early Pre-Socratics like Thales and Anaximenes 
focused almost exclusively on "material causes" (basic stuff like water or 
air). He claimed they were not clear about the necessity of the "final 
cause," which he considered his own distinctive contribution. 

7 

Instead of seeing the artist as a divine-like creator of something new, 
Aristotle views art as a matter of "discovery." The artist identifies natural 
potentials inherent in materials—like sound in physics or grain in wood—
and works to actualize those existing possibilities. 

8 

A "chance" event is not uncaused, but rather the result of a complexity of 
"extraneous contingent causes" that intersect with a natural process. 
These accidental factors are external to the essential nature of the 
process and can produce outcomes unintended by the original aim. 

9 

The Law of Non-Contradiction states that a thing cannot both be and not 
be the same thing at the same time and in the same respect. This is 
considered the most certain principle of all, serving as both a law of 
reality (being) and a necessary rule for meaningful thought. 

10 

These thinkers argued that Aristotle’s view of "immanent form" and 
"natural potency" limited the absolute sovereignty of God. They preferred 
to see God’s direct action and power as the primary driver of nature, 
rather than nature having its own inherent resources for governance. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part III: Essay Questions 

Instructions: Use the following prompts to develop in-depth analytical essays. No 
answers are provided for this section. 

1. The Evolution of Causality: Trace Aristotle’s critique of his predecessors 
(Pre-Socratics, Pythagoreans, and Plato). How does his four-fold causal 
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scheme attempt to resolve the perceived inadequacies in their respective 
metaphysical systems? 

2. Immanent vs. Transcendent Teleology: Contrast Aristotle’s "inner teleology" 
with Plato’s view of transcendent forms. Discuss how Aristotle uses the 
concepts of "potentiality" and "actuality" to explain order and beauty in the 
physical world. 

3. The Philosophy of Science and First Principles: Analyze Aristotle’s claim 
that science is the pursuit of "first principles" or "explanatory factors." How 
does this deductive model of science differ from the empirical and 
mechanistic models that emerged in the 14th through 17th centuries? 

4. Logic as the Foundation of Meaning: Examine Aristotle’s "negative 
demonstration" of the Law of Non-Contradiction. Why does he argue that this 
law cannot be proven positively, and what are the implications of his 
argument for those who attempt to deny the law? 

5. The Metaphysics of Time and Motion: Explain Aristotle’s definition of time 
as the "measure of motion." Discuss how this view allowed him to address 
Zeno’s paradoxes and how it differs from the Platonic view of time as an 
"ephemeral shadow" of the eternal. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part IV: Glossary of Key Terms 

• Actuality: The state of being fully realized; the result of the process where a 
potential is fulfilled. 

• Category of Being: One of several ways in which a thing may be said to "be," 
such as its substance, quality, quantity, or spatial location. 

• Dyad: A term related to Plato’s philosophy referring to a principle of disorder 
or resistance to form, which Aristotle found unsatisfactory for explaining 
nature. 

• Efficient Cause: The source of change or movement; the force or agent that 
produces an effect. 
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• Ex Nihilo: A Latin term meaning "out of nothing," used by Thomas Aquinas to 
describe divine creation in contrast to Aristotle’s material cause. 

• Final Cause (Telos): The purpose, goal, or "end in view" of a process; the 
"good" toward which a change is directed. 

• Formal Cause: The essential nature or "essence" of a thing; the "form" that 
determines what a thing is. 

• Law of Non-Contradiction: The logical and metaphysical principle that the 
same attribute cannot belong and not belong to the same subject at the same 
time and in the same respect. 

• Material Cause: The "stuff" or matter out of which something is made; the 
substratum that is acted upon. 

• Noose (Mind/Reason): A concept from Anaxagoras involving a universal 
reason that orders nature, seen by Aristotle as a hint of formal causation. 

• Potential (Potency): An innate endowment or inner capacity in a thing to 
become something else or to achieve a specific end. 

• Substance: The primary category of being; the "thing" itself or its essential 
essence. 

• Teleology: The study of ends or purposes; the belief that natural processes 
are goal-oriented. 

 


