
Book II: Teleological explanation, chance and necessity
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“aition” is said in many ways

In II. , we find an enumeration of different sorts of things which may be given as aitia:

Διωρισμένων δὲ τούτων ἐπισκεπτέον περὶ
τῶν αἰτίων, ποῖά τε καὶ πόσα τὸν ἀριθμόν
ἐστιν. ἐπεὶ γὰρ τοῦ εἰδέναι χάριν ἡ πρα-
γματεία, εἰδέναι δὲ οὐ πρότερον οἰόμεθα
ἕκαστον πρὶν ἂν λάβωμεν τὸ διὰ τί περὶ
ἕκαστον (τοῦτο δ' ἐστὶ τὸ λαβεῖν τὴν πρώ-
την αἰτίαν) … ( b - )

Now that we have established these
distinctions, we must proceed to con-
sider causes, their character and number.
Knowledge is the object of our inquiry,
and men do not think they know a thing
till they have grasped the ‘why’ of it (which
is to grasp its primary cause). (Aristotle

: )

These distinctions having been drawn, we
must see if we can characterised and enu-
merate the various sorts of cause. For since
the aim of our investigation is knowledge,
and we think we have knowedge of a thing
only when we can answer the question
about it ‘On account of what?’ and that
is to grasp the primary cause…(Aristotle

: )

Again, Aristotle is not seeking to decide between them, but just lists the different ways in which something
may be said to be an aition of something else:

ἕνα μὲν οὖν τρόπον αἴτιον λέγεται τὸ ἐξ
οὗ γίγνεταί τι ἐνυπάρχοντος, οἷον ὁ χαλκὸς
τοῦ ἀνδριάντος καὶ ὁ ἄργυρος τῆς φιάλης
καὶ τὰ τούτων γένη·
ἄλλον δὲ τὸ εἶδος καὶ τὸ παράδειγμα, τοῦτο
δ' ἐστὶν ὁ λόγος ὁ τοῦ τί ἦν εἶναι καὶ τὰ τού-
του γένη (οἷον τοῦ διὰ πασῶν τὰ δύο πρὸς
ἕν, καὶ ὅλως ὁ ἀριθμός) καὶ τὰ μέρη τὰ ἐν
τῷ λόγῳ.
ἔτι ὅθεν ἡ ἀρχὴ τῆς μεταβολῆς ἡ πρώτη
ἢ τῆς ἠρεμήσεως, οἷον ὁ βουλεύσας αἴτιος,
καὶ ὁ πα τὴρ τοῦ τέκνου, καὶ ὅλως τὸ ποι-
οῦν τοῦ ποιουμένου καὶ τὸ μεταβάλλον τοῦ
μεταβαλλομένου.
ἔτι ὡς τὸ τέλος· τοῦτο δ' ἐστὶν τὸ οὗ ἕνεκα,
οἷον τοῦ περιπατεῖν ἡ ὑγίεια· διὰ τί γὰρ
περιπατεῖ; φαμέν "ἵνα ὑγιαίνῃ", καὶ εἰπόν-
τες οὕτως οἰόμεθα ἀποδεδωκέναι τὸ αἴτιον.
καὶ ὅσα δὴ κινήσαντος ἄλλου μεταξὺ γίγνε-
ται τοῦ τέλους, οἷον τῆς ὑγιείας ἡ ἰσχνασία
ἢ ἡ κάθαρσις ἢ τὰ φάρμακα ἢ τὰ ὄργανα·
πάντα γὰρ ταῦτα τοῦ τέλους ἕνεκά ἐστιν,
διαφέρει δὲ ἀλλήλων ὡς ὄντα τὰ μὲν ἔργα
τὰ δ' ὄργανα. ( b – a )

In one way, then, that out of which a thing
comes to be and which persists, is called a
cause, e.g. the bronze of the statue, the sil-
ver of the bowl, and the genera of which
the bronze and the silver are species.
In another way, the form or the archetype,
i.e. the definition of the essence, and its
genera, are called causes (e.g. of the octave
the relation of : , and generally number),
and the parts in the definition.
Again, the primary source of the change
or rest; e.g. the man who deliberated is a
cause, the father is cause of the child, and
generally what makes of what is made and
what changes of what is changed.
Again, in the sense of end or that for the
sake of which a thing is done, e.g. health
is the cause of walking about. (‘Why is he
walking about?’ We say: ‘To be healthy’,
and, having said that, we think we have
assigned the cause.) The same is true
also of all the intermediate steps which
are brought about through the action of
something else as means towards the end,
e.g. reduction of flesh, purging, drugs,
or surgical instruments are means towards
health. All these things are for the sake of
the end, though they differ from one an-
other in that some are activities, others in-
struments.(Aristotle : - )

According to one way of speaking, that out
of which as a constituent a thing comes
to be is called a cause; for example, the
bronze and and the silver and their genera
would be the causes respecively of a statue
and a loving-cup.
According to another, the form or model
is the cause; this is the account of what
the being would be, and its genera – thus
the cause of an octave is the ration two
to one, and more generally number – and
the parts which come into the account.
Again, there is the primary source of the
change or the staying unchanged: for
example, the man who has deliberated
is a cause, the father is a cause of the
child, and in general that which makes
soemthing of that which is made, and that
which changes something of that which is
changed.
And again, a thing may be a cause as the
end. That is what something is for, as
health might be what a walk is for. On
account of what does he walk? We answer
‘To keep fit’ and think that, in saying that,
we have tigven the cause. And anything
which, the change being effected by some-
thing else, comes to be on the way to the
end, as slimness, purging, drugs, and sur-
gical instruments come to be as means to
health: all these are for the end, but idffer
in that the former are works and the latter
tools. (Aristotle : - )



The quest for knowledge is a search for an understanding of the archai and these are here further charac-
terised as “causes” (aitiai) and the “why” (to dia ti) of things. These are said to be their “primary causes”,
the knowledge of which gives us knowledge of the things.

In this very first introduction of “aition is said in many ways”, Aristotle characterises in terms of participles:

that out of which (to ex ou gignetai ti), asked of something that comes to be;
that what it really is (tou ti ēn einai), asked of something that has an account of what it’s being would be;
the where it comes from (archē), asked of something that is changed or made;
the on account of what (to ou eneka), asked of something that is for an end, as a tool or as an activity.

He then illustrates how several of these participative constructions apply to a statue: that out of which is
the bronze, that where it comes from is the art of statue-making. They both are causes of the statue as a
statue, but not in the same way: The bronze is a cause of the statue as matter, the art of statue-making is
a cause of it as that from which the change proceeds. Labour is where strength comes from (its efficient
cause), while strength is what labour is done for (its final cause).

Aristotle then proceeds to make the even more startling claim that not just can be different things causes in
different ways in which “cause” is said, one and the same thing can be one type of cause in different ways:
“the same thing is the cause of opposites”. The presence of the steersman is the efficient cause of the ship’s
being saved; the absence of the steersman is the efficient cause of the ship’s being lost, in the sense that the
loss of the ship is “set down to it”.

Especially in this last use, it is clear that Aristotle is using the ways in which “cause” is said to distinguish
between different types of explanation.

The four causes as explanations

In Met. ∆, we have the following list:

material “constituent out of which” ( a )
formal “form and pattern” ( a )
motive / efficient “first origin of alteration or rest” ( a )
final “a thing’s fulfilment” ( a )

To the question, ”why is this a statue?”, Aristotle can give four sorts of answers: This is a statue because it is
made of marble; because it is in the shape of David; because Michelangelo sculpted it; because Michelan-
gelo wanted to depict the figure of David in marble (because he needed the money, perhaps).

Shields illustrates and summarises this as follows:

Aristotle’s attitude towards explanation is best understood first by considering a simple ex-
ample he proposes in Physics ii . A bronze statue admits of various different dimensions of
explanation. If we were to confront a statue without first recognizing what it was, we would,
thinks Aristotle, spontaneously ask a series of questions about it. We would wish to know what
it is, what it is made of, what brought it about, andwhat it is for. In Aristotle’s terms, in asking
these questions we are seeking knowledge of the statue’s four causes (aitia): the formal, mate-
rial, efficient, and final. According to Aristotle, when we have identified these four causes, we
have satisfied a reasonable demand for explanatory adequacy.
More fully, the four-causal account of explanatory adequacy requires an investigator to cite
these four causes:
material that fromwhich something is generated and out of which it is made, e.g. the bronze

of a statue.



formal the structure which the matter realizes and in terms of which it comes to be some-
thing determinate, e.g., the shape of the president, in virtue of which this quantity of
bronze is said to be a statue of a president.

efficient the agent responsible for a quantity of matter’s coming to be informed, e.g. the
sculptor who shaped the quantity of bronze into its current shape, the shape of the pres-
ident.

final the purpose or goal of the compound of form and matter, e.g. the statue was created
for the purpose of honoring the president.

In Physics ii , Aristotle makes twin claims about this four-causal schema: (i) that citing all four
causes is necessary for adequacy in explanation; and (ii) that these four causes are sufficient
for adequacy in explanation.

The four causes as ‘becauses’

In II. , Aristotle argues that we need not just three causes, but all four (i.e. that a full explanation of
natural phenomena must appeal to all four causes), because the final cause is implicitly presupposed in the
questions what something is and what causes its motion (cf. Kelsey : ). II. argues that nature (in the
sense of form), because it is a principle (arche), is a final cause:

…Aristotle’s use of the definition [of nature as the principle of kinesis] here complements the
use he makes of it in II. . There the moral was that nature (as form) can be a motive principle
if it is an end; here [in II. ] the moral is that nature will be such a principle only if it is an end.
(Kelsey : )

In De Anima, however, things seem a little more complicated:

The soul is the cause and source of the living body. But cause and source are meant in many
ways [or are homonymous]. Similarly, the soul is a cause in accordance with the ways delin-
eated, which are three: it is (i) the cause as the source of motion [= the efficient cause], (ii) that
for the sake of which [= the final cause], and (iii) as the substance of ensouled bodies. That it
is a cause as substance is clear, for substance is the cause of being for all things, and for living
things, being is life, and the soul is also the cause and source of life. (DA b – )

Aristotelian chance

II. asks whether there is chance, II. what it is and II. then distinguishes two type of chance: luck, and
to automaton.

He starts in II. by pointing out that even if, as many believe, everything has a cause, there might still be
chance. But even if there is chance, it is not responsible (II. ) for things which come to be almost of for the
most part in the same way.

The things that come to be ‘for something’ are the outcome either of nature or of thought. Things that
come to be by chance belong to the latter group, and, within it, are those that come about by virtue of
concurrence, i.e. are the things which, though they might have been done for something, in fact were not.
So we get as the Aristotelian definition of chance: a cause by virtue of concurrence of things which come
to be neither always nor for the most parts and are such as to be for something.

Physics II. introduces “luck” and “the automatic” as causes, both for the being and the coming to be of
things. Calling luck the cause of the unexpected encounter at the market (or calling the encounter an
“automatic outcome”) is opposed to saying that it has a “definite cause”, and to saying that is has a cause



among the list recognised e.g. by Empedocles. II. then narrows down the things that may be said to be
caused by luck or the automatic, excluding first things that are “of necessity and always”, then “that which
is for the most part”, then things which “come to be for something”, said to include things that “might be
done as an outcome of thought or nature”.

II. then says that things that are comes to be by virtue of concurrence, i.e. things that have causes which
are its causes by concurrence, may be said to come about by luck (to be outcomes of luck or automatic
outcomes), even if they also have determinate causes. With actions, such determinate causes are the in-
tentions to bring them about, and actions which realise another concurrent intention than the one that
motivated them are outcomes of luck.

II. extends the category of what comes about by luck (ie. by concurrence) to the wider category of auto-
matic outcomes. Luck is a characteristic of intended outcomes of actions that were not motivated by what
they brought about, and thus restricted to activites of things capable of choosing, excluding inanimate
objets, animals and children. Automatic outcomes are things that happen for someone’s good, because of
an activity of them, but include unintended consequences.

II. brings us back to the four causes, not introduces as “the many things the quesiton ‘On account of
what?’ embraces: the ‘what is it?’ (formal cause), ‘what in the first instance effects the change?’ (efficient
cause), ‘what is the thing for?’ (final cause) and ‘what is the thing of ?’ (material cause). Aristotle notes that
often we have coincidence, not just of the formal with the final cause (where what a thing is is what it is
for), but also of the formal/final cause with the form of the efficient cause, as when“a man gives birth to a
man”.

Final causes and coincidences

Physics II. presents Aristotle’s case for the centrality of final causation for the study of nature. The main
argument is that it is only by appeal to final causes that we can explain regularities, both those that hold by
necessity (i.e.: without exception, always) and those that hold for the most part. The reason given is that
the only alternative explanation (that things are the outcome of luck or coincidence) is acceptable only for
things we recognise as exceptions.

Natural things – i.e. things that have an inner principle of change – are and come to be due to nature; their
inner principle of change is thus their ‘for something’, the final cause of their being and coming to be, and
this is also their form, i.e. their nature-understood-as-form. It is the final = formal cause, its nature-as-form
that explains the progression in the changes a natural thing naturally undergoes:

φύσει γάρ, ὅσα ἀπό τινος ἐν αὑτοῖς ἀρχῆς
συνεχῶς κινούμενα ἀφικνεῖται εἴς τι τέλος·
ἀφ' ἑκάστης δὲ οὐ τὸ αὐτὸ ἑκάστοις οὐδὲ
τὸ τυχόν, ἀεὶ μέντοι ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτό, ἂν μή
τι ἐμποδίσῃ. τὸ δὲ οὗ ἕνεκα, καὶ ὃ τού-
του ἕνεκα, γένοιτο ἂν καὶ ἀπὸ τύχης …ἀλλ'
ὅταν τοῦτο αἰεὶ ἢ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ γένηται,
οὐ συμβεβηκὸς οὐδ' ἀπὸ τύχης· ἐν δὲ τοῖς
φυσι κοῖς ἀεὶ οὕτως, ἂν μή τι ἐμποδίσῃ.
( b - , - )

For those things are natural which, by a
continuous movement originated from an
internal principle, arrive at some end: the
same end is not reached from every prin-
ciple; nor any chance end, but always the
tendency in each is towards the same end,
if there is no impediment. The end and
the means towards it may come about by
chance. […] But when an event takes
place always or for the most part, it is not
accidental or by chance. In natural prod-
ucts the sequence is invariable, if there is
no impediment. (Aristotle : )

A thing is due to nature, if it arrives, by
a continuous process of change, starting
from some principle in itself, at some end.
Each principle gives rise, not to the same
thing in all cases, nor to any chance thing,
but always to something proceeding to-
wards the same thing, if there is no imped-
iment. What something is for, and what is
for that, can also come to be as the out-
come of luck …[…], but when a thing
comes to be always or for the most part,
it is not a concurrent happening, nor the
outcome of luck. Now with that which is
natural it is always thus if there is no im-
pediment. (Aristotle : – )



Autonomous causation

When Aristotle characterises natural things as those that have an inner principle of change, does he not
contradict what he will later say in Phys. VIII that nothing changes itself ? It depends on what we mean
by “change”. If the change that something x undergoes is by its form, then this is what changes it; if the
‘change’ is by its matter, it is not really change.

The latter claim – of ‘autonomous causation’ – concerns those cases of a passage from potentiality to
actuality that do not, according to Aristotle, constitute a change. In De An. II b - , Aristotle makes
the claim that a man who passes from (i) having knowledge (of what a dog is) but not exercising it to (ii)
exercising this knowledge (encountering a dog, she knows that this is a dog) does not thereby undergo change.
The lack of opportunity for the exercise of the knowledge, i.e. the fact that the perceptual situation of the
knower does not present her with a dog, is an impediment, and the impediment is an impediment for the
manifestation of the change, not for the change itself.

That natural things have an inner principle of change means that nothing additional, nothing external is
needed for them to change: their change is initiated by themselves and this initiation can only be impeded
by something external. Such ‘changes’ (or rather: passages from potentiality to actuality) that happen by
themselves are attributed by Aristotle to nature-as-matter. It is in this context that he uses “a word for
nature which seems to mean active striving: hormē, An. po. II a , Phys. II b - , Met. ∆ a , , ,
and, most importantly because it is a careful passage, E.E. II a -b .” (Charlton : ).

References
Aristotle, . Eudemian Ethics Books I, II, and VIII. edition. Clarendon Aristotle Series, ed. J.L. Ackrill and Lindsay

Judson, Oxford: Clarendon Press. Edited and translated with a commentary by Michael Woods; first edition:
Woods ( ).

Aristotle, . The Complete Works of Aristotle – The Revised Oxford Translation. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press.

Charlton, William, . Aristotle: Physics, Books I and II. edition. Clarendon Aristotle Series, ed. J.L. Ackrill and
Lindsay Judson, Oxford: Clarendon Press. Translated with notes; nd edition: Charlton ( ).

Charlton, William, . Aristotle: Physics, Books I and II. edition. Clarendon Aristotle Series, ed. J.L. Ackrill and
Lindsay Judson, Oxford: Clarendon Press. Translated with introduction, commentary, note on recent work and
revised bibliography; st edition: Charlton ( ).

Kelsey, Sean, . Aristotle on Interpreting Nature. In Leunissen, Mariska (editor) Aristotle’s Physics. A Critical Guide,
pp. – . Cambridge Critical Guides, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Woods, Michael J., . Aristotle: Eudemian Ethics Books I, II, and VIII. edition. Clarendon Aristotle Series, ed. J.L.
Ackrill, Oxford: Clarendon Press. Edited and translated with a commentary by Michael Woods; second edition: ?.


