
Guiding Questions: Aristotle's 'published' works, the ones that are now lost but were meant for 

public consumption at the time (as opposed to the 'lecture note' style works we do have): what 

were they like? what do we know about them? How do we know about them? 

Aristotle’s Complete Published works  

Aristotle is believed to have written as many as 200 treatises, but only about 30 of his original 

output has survived  

- These surviving works from antiquity, often called the Aristotelian Corpus, were made up 

of esoteric and exoteric texts. They were preserved through medieval manuscript 

transmission  

o The collection was originally complied a few centuries after Aristotle’s death  

o There is an understood distinction among scholars that his exoteric works were 

intended for the public while the esoteric were the more technical works intended 

for use in his Lyceum and his philosophical inner circle.  

▪ There is also a common assumption that his esoteric (think Politics3) 

works were some of Aristotle’s own unpolished lecture notes or the 

transcriptions of his lectures by his students. They were primarily 

technical, unpublished lecture notes which were preserved by later 

scholars 

- A major difference between the ancient and modern corpus is the inclusion of Aristotle's 

dialogues. These were his most famous works that he made available for the general 

public during his lifetime  

o Mentioned by Cicero and praised for its “golden flow” Acad. PR. 38.119) 

- The exoteric dialogues were widely circulated but are largely lost today 

- The oldest existing Greek manuscripts of them date back to the ninth century  

Exoteric works 

What were they like?  

- Ancient sources consistently describe them as polished and accessible which is very 

different from the dense, technical treatises we have (Metaphysics or Nicomachean 

Ethics) 

- Many of them were written in dialogue form modeled after Plato, hence these works also 

being known as exoteric dialogues 

- Titles we know include: Eudemus (On the Soul), Protreptics (Exhortation to Philosophy), 

On Philosophy, On Justice, On Kingship, Sophist, On Prayer, On Rhetoric or Grylus, On 

Love  

o *we’ll see a more extensive list further down  



- From surviving fragments, they seem to have used rhetorical flourish and dramatic 

framing, addressed broader audiences, not just students in the Lyceum, and they engaged 

with popular philosophical theme i.e, ethics, politics, the good life, and immortality 

What do we actually know about them?  

- We only have fragments of these works such as short quotations or paraphrases preserved 

by later writers 

- The Protreptics survives in pieces quoted by Iamblichus  

- On Philosophy is partially constructable from citations in writers like Cicero  

How do we know about them? 

- Quotations in later authors  

o Authors like Cicero, Plutarch, and Iamblichus quote Aristotle’s exoteric works. 

These quotations are the backbone of modern reconstructions 

 

(Cic. Fin. 5. 12)  

- Fragment collections and modern reconstruction  

o Modern scholars collect and analyze these fragments 

 

How do we know these works existed? 

- In Lives of Eminent Philosophers (Book V), Diogenes Laertius give a long catalogue of 

Aristotle’s writings. This is one of the main reasons we even know the names and scope 

of the lost exoteric corpus  

o Diogenes explicitly describes Aristotle's works as including dialogues, which is 

key evidence that the exoteric writing resembles those of Plato. They aren’t long 



excerpts, but the by the mere fact that he groups these works alongside known 

dialogue traditions helps modern scholars infer that his philosophy was originally 

presented in a more accessible, conversational format.  

o When later authors like Plutarch or Cicero quote Aristotle, they don’t always 

clearly identify the source work. With Diogenes’ catalogue it also allowed 

modern scholars to attempt to match fragment themes with known titles and 

reconstruct clusters of material 

o At the same time, Diogenes is not a fully reliable guide. He wrote several 

centuries after Aristotle and was not a critical historian. As a result, Scholars treat 

his lists with caution as some works may be misattributted, duplicated under 

different titles, or inaccurately described  

 

(Diogenes, Lives, 5.1)  



 

 



 

 

 



 

(Diogenes, Lives, 5.1) 
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