
 

 

What is the meaning of the terms Ʊrst principles and root causes in philosophy or life 
more broadly? 

 

In philosophy and life, Ʊrst principles and root causes are mental models used to strip 
away complexity, challenge assumptions, and solve problems at their most fundamental, 
irreducible level. While closely related, they have slightly diƯerent focuses: Ʊrst principles 
are the foundational, self-evident truths of a system (the "building blocks"), while root 
causes are the deepest underlying reasons why a speciƱc problem exists (the "disease" 
rather than the symptoms).  

First Principles: The Foundation 

First principles (or archai in Greek) refer to the most basic, foundational, and 
indemonstrable truths of a subject. They cannot be deduced from any other proposition.  

• Philosophical Meaning: Aristotle deƱned them as the "Ʊrst basis from which a 
thing is known". They are the axioms or starting points of logic, metaphysics, and 
science (e.g., the Law of Non-Contradiction). 

• "First Principles Thinking": A methodology that decomposes complex problems 
into their core components and builds a solution from scratch, rather than relying 
on analogy, tradition, or convention. 

• Life/Business Example: Elon Musk famously used this to create SpaceX. Instead of 
accepting that rockets are expensive (analogy), he analyzed the raw material cost of 
aluminum, titanium, copper, and carbon Ʊber on the commodity market (Ʊrst 
principles) and realized they were only 2% of the total price.  

Root Causes: The Source of Trouble  

Root causes are the deepest underlying reasons for a problem, issue, or symptom. They are 
the point in a causal chain where an issue can be eƯectively resolved, preventing it from 
recurring.  



• Philosophical Meaning: Related to Aristotle’s "four causes" (material, formal, 
eƯicient, and Ʊnal), focusing on the "why" or the ultimate explanation for why 
something exists or behaves in a certain way. 

• Methodological Meaning: In problem-solving (e.g., "5 Whys" analysis), it involves 
digging beneath the surface to Ʊnd the true source of a failure, rather than just 
treating symptoms. 

• Life Example: If a car won't start, the symptom is a dead battery. The proximate 
cause might be that the lights were left on. The root cause might be a faulty 
alternator that failed to recharge the battery while driving.  

Key DiƯerences and Comparison 

• Focus: First principles focus on constructing something new based on fundamental 
truths (re-imagining). Root causes focus on Ʊxing something broken by removing the 
ultimate source of the error (remedying). 

• Direction: First principles thinking is bottom-up (building from core elements). 
Root cause analysis is top-down (digging from symptoms to the bottom). 

• Utility: First principles are best for innovation and rethinking problems. Root causes 
are best for troubleshooting and preventing the recurrence of errors.  

Both methods encourage a shift away from "reasoning by analogy"—simply doing things 
because they have been done that way before—toward a more analytical, fundamental 
approach.  



 

 


