
CLASSICAL PHILOSOPHY HISTORIOGRAPHY

A Comprehensive Scholarly Analysis of W.K.C. Guthrie’s A 
History of Greek Philosophy: Volume 6, Aristotle
Published: November 9, 2025  |  Index ID: #689

The publication of W.K.C. Guthrie’s A History of Greek Philosophy remains one of the most significant milestones 

in 20th-century classical scholarship. Spanning six monumental volumes, the series represents a singular 

achievement in the synthesis of ancient thought, moving from the earliest Presocratic inquiries into the nature of 

the cosmos to the systematic maturity of Aristotle. Volume 6, subtitled "Aristotle: An Encounter,"serves as the

capstone of this project. It is not merely a summary of Aristotelian doctrine but a profound intellectual engagement

with one of history's most complex thinkers.

The Historiographical Context of Guthrie’s Work

William Keith Chambers Guthrie (1906–1981), a Laurence Professor of Ancient Philosophy at the University of 

Cambridge, embarked on this series with the intent of providing an accessible yet rigorous account of Greek 

thought. Before Guthrie, scholars often relied on German-centric histories, such as those by Eduard Zeller, which, 

while authoritative, were often products of 19th-century Hegelian frameworks. Guthrie’s approach was 

characterized by what reviewers have termed "lucidity and precision,"eschewing heavy-handed ideological

interpretations in favor of a balanced, evidence-based reconstruction of the texts.

The scope of the six volumes is as follows:

•  Volume 1: The Earlier Presocratics and the Pythagoreans.

•  Volume 2: The Presocratic Tradition from Anaxagoras to Democritus.

•  Volume 3: The Fifth-Century Enlightenment (The Sophists and Socrates).

•  Volume 4: Plato: The Man and His Dialogues (Earlier Period).

•  Volume 5: The Later Plato and the Academy.

•  Volume 6: Aristotle: An Encounter.

The Significance of "An Encounter"

The subtitle of Volume 6, "An Encounter," is particularly telling. Guthrie acknowledged that Aristotle’s corpus is so 

vast and his influence so pervasive that one does not simply "summarize" him; one encounters him as a formidable 

intellectual force. This volume focuses on the transition from the Platonic Academy to Aristotle’s independent 

school, the Lyceum, and meticulously tracks the evolution of Aristotle’s thought from his early dialogues (now lost 

or fragmentary) to the definitive treatises that form the Corpus Aristotelicum.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework in Volume 6

Guthrie’s analysis of Aristotle is built upon several core theoretical pillars. To understand the depth of Volume 6, one

must grasp how Guthrie navigates the fundamental mechanics of Aristotelian philosophy, specifically his departure

from Plato’s Theory of Forms.

1. The Rejection of Transcendent Forms

Guthrie provides an exhaustive breakdown of Aristotle’s critique of Plato. Where Plato located reality in a 

transcendent realm of Ideals, Aristotle brought reality down to earth, locating the "essence" of a thing within the 



thing itself. This is the foundation of Hylomorphism(the theory that every substance is a compound of matter and

form).

2. The Four Causes (Aetiology)

A central feature of Guthrie’s technical analysis is the explanation of Aristotle's Four Causes. Guthrie argues that

for Aristotle, "to know" is to understand the cause of a thing’s existence. This framework is essential for both his

physics and his metaphysics:

•  Material Cause: The "stuff" out of which something is made (e.g., bronze for a statue).

•  Formal Cause: The pattern or structure that makes it what it is (e.g., the design of the statue).

•  Efficient Cause: The primary source of the change or rest (e.g., the sculptor).

•  Final Cause: The purpose or end (telos) for which the thing exists (e.g., to honor a deity).

3. Teleology and Potentiality

Guthrie emphasizes Aristotle’s teleological view of nature. Everything in the universe has a function (ergon) and 

moves toward a state of completion. Guthrie explains the mechanics of Dynamis (potentiality) and Energeia

(actuality), showing how Aristotle uses these concepts to solve the problem of change that had confounded the

Presocratics.

Technical Analysis: Logic, Physics, and Metaphysics

Guthrie does not merely present Aristotle's conclusions; he walks the reader through the technical workflows of 

Aristotle’s reasoning. This involves a deep dive into the Organon, the collection of Aristotle’s logical works.

The Syllogistic Framework

Aristotle is the father of formal logic. Guthrie details the structure of the Syllogism, which serves as the

foundational algorithm for deductive reasoning. A standard syllogism consists of a major premise, a minor premise,

and a conclusion. Guthrie illustrates how Aristotle applied this to scientific demonstration (apodeixis), asserting that

true knowledge must be derived from first principles (archai) that are self-evidently true.

Metaphysical Mechanics: The Prime Mover

In his treatment of the Metaphysics, Guthrie explores the concept of the Unmoved Mover. This is a technical 

necessity in Aristotle’s system: if every motion requires a mover, there must be a primary source of motion that is 

itself unmoved, acting as the ultimate final cause. Guthrie’s analysis here is particularly acclaimed for its ability to 

clarify Aristotle’s difficult Greek terminology regarding Ousia (Substance).

Comparison and Evaluation: Guthrie vs. Contemporary Scholarship

To understand Guthrie’s contribution, it is helpful to compare his work with other major histories of Greek

philosophy. The following table provides a comparison of Guthrie’s methodology against other standard reference

works.



Feature W.K.C. Guthrie (History 
of Greek Philosophy)

Eduard Zeller (The 
Philosophy of the Greeks)

Jonathan Barnes (The 
Presocratic Philosophers)

Tone Empathetic, lucid, and 
historical.

Systematic, Hegelian, and 
exhaustive.

Analytic, critical, and 
logical.

Focus Intellectual continuity and 
literary context.

Strict categorization of 
doctrines.

Logical validity of 
arguments.

Aristotle Treatment Focuses on the 
"encounter" and 
development.

Treats Aristotle as the peak 
of a dialectical process.

Focuses on the scientific 
and logical rigor.

Accessibility High; written for scholars 
and students alike.

Low; extremely dense and 
technical.

Moderate; requires 
background in analytic 
logic.

Practical Implementation: Using Guthrie for Research

For modern researchers, Guthrie’s Volume 6 is not just a book to be read cover-to-cover, but a reference tool for

technical scholarly integration. Here is a step-by-step guide on how to utilize Guthrie’s work in a contemporary

academic or technical workflow:

1.  Cross-Referencing Fragments: When encountering a fragmentary quote in a primary source (like Aristotle’s 

Physics), use Guthrie’s footnotes to find the corresponding context in the Presocratic tradition. Guthrie is renowned 

for his mastery of ancient literature.

2.  Semantic Analysis: Guthrie provides detailed etymological backgrounds for terms like Logos, Physis, and 

Eidos. Before applying these terms in a modern philosophical context, consult Guthrie to ensure historical accuracy.

3.  Navigating the Bibliographical Landscape: Volume 6 contains an extensive bibliography of modern 

scholarship up to 1981. This serves as a "time capsule" for the state of Aristotelian studies during a pivotal era of 

classical research.

Case Study: The Transition from the Academy to the Lyceum

A significant portion of Volume 6 is dedicated to the period of Aristotle’s life between Plato’s death (347 BCE) and

his return to Athens in 335 BCE. Guthrie analyzes the shift in Aristotle’s interests during his time in Assos and

Mytilene, where he shifted focus toward biological observation.

The Biological Turn

Guthrie argues that Aristotle’s work in Biology (e.g., The History of Animals) is not a side project but the empirical 

engine of his philosophy. By studying the life cycles of marine organisms on the island of Lesbos, Aristotle refined 

his concepts of Telos and Formal Cause. Guthrie’s technical breakdown shows how Aristotle’s biological

classifications (Genos and Eidos) became the taxonomic foundation for Western science for over two thousand

years.

Case Study Summary: The Failure of the Forms

Guthrie examines why Aristotle eventually abandoned Plato's mathematical approach to the universe. Through a 

detailed reading of Metaphysics Book Alpha, Guthrie demonstrates that Aristotle found the

"Participation" (methexis) of physical objects in Forms to be an empty metaphor that lacked explanatory power for

the movement of actual things.



Troubleshooting Common Interpretive Errors

In classical studies, several common errors occur when interpreting Aristotle. Guthrie’s Volume 6 provides specific

corrective frameworks for these challenges.

Error 1: The Misunderstanding of "Prime Matter"

Challenge: Many students assume "Prime Matter" (materia prima) is a physical substance one could find in 

isolation.Solution: Guthrie clarifies that Prime Matter is a conceptual limit—it is pure potentiality without form,

and therefore cannot exist on its own. It is an analytical tool, not a physical object.

Error 2: Anachronistic Logic

Challenge: Applying modern propositional logic to Aristotle’s term logic.Solution: Guthrie emphasizes that 

Aristotle’s logic is ontological. It is not just about the rules of language, but about the structure of reality. The

categories (Substance, Quantity, Quality, etc.) are categories of *being* as much as they are categories of

*speech*.

Error 3: Teleology as "Conscious Purpose"

Challenge: Assuming Aristotle’s teleology implies a conscious designer (like a God with a plan).Solution: Guthrie 

points out that for Aristotle, nature's purpose is immanent. A seed grows into a tree not because it "wants" to, but

because its internal nature (physis) dictates that end. It is a biological necessity, not necessarily a theological one.

The Enduring Legacy of Guthrie's Sixth Volume

With the completion of Volume 6, Professor Guthrie closed the loop on a project that remains unsurpassed in its

breadth. The acclaim he received—cited by thousands of subsequent scholars—stems from his unique ability to

remain objective while dealing with subjects that often invite heavy bias. His fairness of judgment is particularly

evident in how he handles the "Aristotle vs. Plato" divide, refusing to cast one as the hero and the other as the

villain, but rather showing them as two sides of a singular, evolving Greek tradition.

The work stands as a testament to the power of the synoptic view. By placing Aristotle at the end of a six-volume 

journey, Guthrie allows the reader to see Aristotle not as an isolated genius, but as the inheritor of the Ionians, the 

Eleatics, and the Academics. The lucidity and precision of his English proseensure that the complex

technicalities of Aristotelian hylomorphism or syllogistic logic remain accessible to anyone willing to engage in the

"encounter."

Ultimately, Guthrie’s Aristotleprovides a roadmap for modern intellectual inquiry. It teaches us that to understand

the present, one must master the nuances of the past with a balanced mind and a commitment to primary

evidence. For the technical scholar, the historian, or the philosopher, Volume 6 is not just a history book; it is a

foundational manual for the Western intellectual tradition, offering a deep, systematic understanding of the roots of

scientific and logical thought that still govern our world today.
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