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Aristotle's Approach

Aristotle: The Philosopher from Macedonia

Aristotle of Stagira, often referred to simply as “The Philosopher” in the Middle
Ages, is a rare example of a pupil outshining his master. Unlike his teacher Plato,
who hailed from Athens’ elite, Aristotle came from Macedonia, considered by
Athenian elites to be a cultural backwater. Yet, it was from this outsider status that
Aristotle emerged to reshape philosophy, becoming one of the most influential
thinkers in Western history.

Aristotle settled in Athens as a metic, a resident alien without citizenship rights.
This distinction between citizen and alien profoundly influenced his thinking,
appearing in both Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics. Despite his lack of
Athenian citizenship, Aristotle’s impact on the city and philosophy was
monumental.

The Historical Context

Plato’s death in 347 BC coincided with Athens' decline. Meanwhile, Macedonia,
under King Philip II and later Alexander the Great, rose to dominate the known
world. Alexander, tutored by Aristotle, extended his empire from Greece to India,
transforming the geopolitical landscape.

Aristotle’s association with Alexander caused suspicion in Athens, leading to his
exile in 322 BC, where he died shortly after. However, his philosophical legacy
endured, with medieval scholars referring to him as Philosophus. Thomas Aquinas
and others integrated his work into Catholic philosophy, cementing his influence.

The Founding of the Lyceum
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After leaving Plato’s Academy, Aristotle founded the Lyceum in Athens. This
institution became a cornerstone of higher learning, standing alongside Plato’s
Academy as a precursor to modern universities. Aristotle’s systematic approach to
knowledge extended across disciplines, including physics, metaphysics, biology,
ethics, and politics. His contributions laid the groundwork for countless fields of
study.

Aristotle’s Four Causes

One of Aristotle’s most significant contributions is his theory of the four causes,
which explains change and existence:

1. Material Cause: The substance or matter from which something is made (e.g.,
marble for a statue).

2. Formal Cause: The form or blueprint that defines the essence of a thing.
3. Efficient Cause: The agent or process that brings something into being (e.g., the

sculptor’s actions).
4. Final Cause: The purpose or end for which a thing exists (e.g., the statue’s role

as art or tribute).

This teleological framework—the idea that everything in nature has a purpose—is
central to Aristotle’s thought. For example, the telos (purpose) of an acorn is to
become an oak tree. Similarly, Aristotle argued that human flourishing, or
eudaimonia, is the ultimate purpose of human life.

Substance and Essence

Aristotle’s metaphysics hinges on the distinction between substance and accidents.
A substance is a bearer of properties, while accidents are the properties
themselves. For example, a cake (substance) can be brown (an accident). He
further distinguished between:

Primary Substance: Individual entities (e.g., this specific cake).
Secondary Substance: The broader category to which an entity belongs (e.g.,
cakes in general).
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Aristotle’s doctrine of metaphysical essentialism holds that a thing’s essence—its
defining characteristics—qualifies it for membership in a natural kind. This idea
remains a subject of debate among contemporary philosophers.

Teleology in Nature

For Aristotle, nature is imbued with purpose. Everything, from an acorn to the
cosmos, moves toward its ultimate end. He introduced the concept of the unmoved
mover, a self-sufficient, eternal substance that inspires all motion and change in
the universe. This nous (thought thinking itself) is a foundational idea in Aristotle’s
metaphysical framework.

The Soul and Psychology

Aristotle’s De Anima (On the Soul) provides a comprehensive account of the soul as
the essence of living beings. He identified three levels of soul:

1. Nutritive Soul: Present in plants, enabling growth and nutrition.
2. Sensitive Soul: Present in animals, enabling perception and movement.
3. Rational Soul: Unique to humans, enabling reason and intellect.

Aristotle’s holistic view integrates the soul with the body, arguing that the two are
inseparable. The soul is to the body as the form is to a statue; remove the soul, and
the body ceases to function.

Ethics: The Pursuit of Flourishing

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle explored the concept of eudaimonia, often
mistranslated as “happiness.” For Aristotle, eudaimonia means flourishing or living
in accordance with one’s nature as a rational being. This state is achieved through:

Virtue: Moral excellence developed through habituated practice.
Reason: The unique capacity of humans to deliberate and act in alignment with
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rational principles.

Aristotle argued that virtues must be cultivated through habit. He famously stated,
“We are what we repeatedly do.” However, he acknowledged the challenge of moral
weakness (akrasia), where individuals act against their better judgment, often due
to a lack of habituated virtue.

Politics: Humans as Social Animals

Aristotle’s Politics builds on his ethical framework, examining how individuals
flourish in society. He described humans as politikon zoon (political animals),
inherently suited for life in organized communities. Aristotle’s political theory is
grounded in naturalism, starting with the family unit and scaling up to villages and
city-states (poleis).

Unlike Plato’s utopian vision in the Republic, Aristotle’s approach is empirical and
pragmatic, focusing on what is attainable based on human nature and societal
needs. His political philosophy influenced subsequent ideas about governance,
including the Declaration of Independence.

Legacy

Aristotle’s systematic and integrated approach to knowledge transformed ancient
thought. While much of his work survives as lecture notes, its impact on philosophy,
science, and ethics remains unparalleled. His vision of a rational, purposeful
universe continues to inspire inquiry into the nature of reality and the human
condition.


