Aristotle on A4
Aristotle was Plato’s most influential student. He took a very different course to Plato and, in doing so, started one of the most fundamental debates in Philosophy (materialism vs dualism OR empiricism vs rationalism).

Materialism

Unlike Plato, Aristotle was a materialist. This means that he thought that knowledge comes from our experience of the world around us (the material world). He argued that we learn about the world from observation and experiment, rather than pure logic and reason (compare to Plato). In this way he is often seen as the father of science (although not necessarily in the modern sense of the word).

Four Causes

One of the key outcomes of Aristotle’s materialism is his attempt to explain the nature of things. He therefore developed the Four Causes (or “explanatory factors”) to help explain the way things are.
The Material Cause

This relates to the substance out of which something is made (wood, metal, plastic, flesh etc). This is important because it tells us something about the properties of the object. Eg. A table may have a material cause of wood, which would mean that it is sturdy, but will also burn easilt.
The Formal Cause

The Formal Cause relates in some ways to Plato’s “Forms”; it is the “pattern” or “shape” of a thing that makes it what it is. It is the “concept” or idea behind the thing in question. Aristotle might say that our understanding of the formal cause of a table helps us to recognise a table when we see one (although this “formal cause” is not something that exists in the world of the Forms!)
The Efficient Cause

This is what “makes” the object (and there may well be more than one efficient cause). In the case of the table the efficient cause may be a carpenter, for a person the efficient cause is the parents. This cause is what we would normally associate with a “creator” and we can perhaps infer something about the nature of an object from its efficient cause.

The Final Cause

The Final Cause is understood as the “purpose” (or telos) of an object. It is the goal the object or thing is intended to achieve. Something might have multiple purposes. This is particularly important for ethics: an object is considered “good” if it achieves its final cause.

The efficient cause takes the material cause and shapes it according to the formal cause in order to achieve the final cause.

The Prime Mover

The Prime Mover is Aristotle’s concept of God. This is the being that acts as the final cause of the universe, drawing all things to itself. Refer to the Cosmological Argument for why there must be a PM. It is also:

· Necessary: The Prime Mover depends on nothing for its own existence. In fact, it is the only purely necessary being and without it nothing would exist (cf. the cosmological argument)

· Immaterial: The PM can have no physical form because it is unchanging. Any material objects will inevitably change at some point and this change would be a problem for the PM.
· Perfect: Badness is an absence of something. If the PM is fully-actualised then it cannot lack anything and must, therefore, be perfectly good.
· Eternal: If God cannot change he cannot cease to exist. The PM must therefore always exist.
Criticisms: Does the universe really have a “purpose”? Isn’t the PM totally irrelevant (we cannot really interact with the PM)? Is Aristotle really right to say that we can only learn through our senses?
