Aristotle’s Four Causes

I.  Cause and Aition
A)  When we think of a cause, we usually think of an event.  Something happened that caused something else to happen.  However, this is not Aristotle’s use of the word (minus one exception).  Strictly speaking, he does not use that word at all.  ‘Cause’ is translated from the Greek word ‘aition,’ a word that has no direct translation to the English language.  Aristotle thought this word was ambiguous and in need of clarification.  

B)  So, what exactly is an aition?  In short, an aition is an answer to a “why?” type of question.  “Why is the sky blue?”—there’s an aition for that.  “Why does the ball fall towards the earth when I release it from my hand?”—there’s an aition for that too.  As one can see, in answering these questions, an explanation is produced.  So, perhaps it is better to think of an aition as an explanation rather than as a cause.
C)  However, ‘explanation’ is too precise to capture the ambiguity associated with ‘aition.’  The word ‘make’ has an ambiguity similar to that of ‘aition.’  Take a look at the following question: “What makes a table?”  There are four possible answers to this question.


1) A table is made of wood.

2) Having a flat surface and four legs makes a table.


3) A carpenter makes a table.

4) Having a suitable surface for eating and writing makes this object work as a table.
Each of these responses would answer the question.  Hence, the reason why there are four causes: one cause for each possible aition.
II) The Four Causes
A) As noted above, the majority of Aristotle’s causes do not pertain to events.  Three of the four causes deal with substances, while only one cause, the efficient cause, deals with the conception of cause as we typically understand it.  The four causes are as follows:
1) Material cause: Describes the stuff out of which something is made.  

Q:  “What is a toothbrush made from?”
A:  “Plastic and nylon.”

2) Formal cause: Pertains to the essence, shape or pattern of something.



Q:  “What is a toothbrush’s form?”




A:  “A slender handle with a brush attached at one end.” 

3) Efficient cause:  Describes how something changes or comes to be.  

Q: “What produced a toothbrush?”


A:  “A factory.”

4)  Final cause:  The purpose, goal, or end of something.  In Greek, this end is referred to as telos.


Q:  “What is a toothbrush’s purpose?”

A:  “To clean our teeth.”


B) Aristotle held that the final cause is the most important of all the causes.  It is this cause that determines the other three.  For example, let’s look at the toothbrush.  The telos of the toothbrush is to clean our teeth.  Since that is its end, the toothbrush was created in such a way that was conducive to teeth cleaning.   It has a handle for us to hold and bristles made from soft material (formal and material causes respectively) and the tool was created because we had a need to get the gunk out of our teeth (efficient cause).

C) Aristotle also made the distinction between static and dynamic causes.  Static causes are more descriptive while dynamic causes are more explanatory.  The material and formal causes belong in the former.  They tell us what something is.  The efficient and final causes are members of the latter.  They tell us how and why something came to be.

III) Natural Objects and the Final Cause

A) As already covered in class, we know that Aristotle believed that all things in nature (natural objects) had a purpose, a telos.  However, unlike man-made objects the purpose of a natural object is not decreed by us.  The telos of a tree is not to provide lumber nor is the purpose of a cow to provide us with meat and milk.  Rather, the purpose of natural objects is internal.  The telos is contained within the specimen itself.

B) So, what exactly is a natural object’s telos?  The purpose of a natural object is to develop into whatever is common for a member of the same natural object. The tadpole’s telos is to become a frog; a caterpillar’s telos is to become a butterfly; and the seed’s telos is to become a sequoia.  Though, it is important to note that Aristotle thought that a natural object’s purpose could not evolve.  There are only a finite number of telos for natural objects.  


C) Aristotle believed that “form, mover and telos often coincide” for natural objects.  That is, he held that the formal, efficient and final cause of a natural object implies one another.  To illustrate this point, it may be useful to ask the following questions about a particular natural object, say a squirrel:
Formal cause: “What kind of thing does this bunch of flesh and bones make up?”

Efficient cause: “What produces a squirrel?”

Final cause: “What has this embryo or infant been developing into all along?”

The answer to all of these questions is one and the same—a squirrel.  The shape of a squirrel is “squirrel-like;” the squirrel is born by squirrel parents; and the telos of a squirrel is simply to be a squirrel.
