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Lesson 3: Student Resource Sheet 1a

Who was Aristotle?
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Aristotle was born in 384 BC, in Macedonia. His father was a physician.

For a time, Aristotle was tutor to the young Alexander the Great. Alexander became a great military leader for the Greeks. First he won a great victory over the Persians. Then he went on to conquer Egypt. He went as far east as India, spreading Greek ideas wherever he went.

Aristotle studied for nearly twenty years at Plato’s Academy, but he came to develop his own distinctive views, and to write them down in lecture-notes and books.

Aristotle is highly significant in European culture. His effects on the development of science, for good or for bad, were tremendous.

He did not agree with Plato’s Theory of Forms. We get our idea of ‘tortoise’, he said, from having seen a lot of tortoises, and knowing what characteristics they have in common. He did not agree that there is a ‘perfect-tortoise-pattern’ of which all tortoises are copies.

He did agree that we have an innate power of reason. We use this to organise our sense impressions into categories such as ‘tree’, ‘mountain’, ‘chair’ or ‘cat’. We do not have an innate or inbuilt knowledge of these concepts.

For Aristotle, the world was real and interesting, not a shadow land as it was for Plato. Plato had thought that maths and geometry would give true answers to the construction of the world. Aristotle liked to use observation of the natural world and to deduce things from what he observed.
Aristotle is often called the first biologist. He divided everything in the natural world into categories. We still use his classifications today, over two thousand years later! First he divided living from non-living.
Then living things were divided into plants and animals. He gave clear definitions for each category. For instance, all living things can absorb nourishment, grow and reproduce. Today if you find an unusual butterfly, you can refer to a butterfly identification sheet or book, which will tell you its name, where it is found etc. This is thanks to Aristotle.

However he also placed all living things on a ‘Great Chain of Being’, ordering species in importance and value from lowest to highest. This had the effect of damaging the welfare of all creatures, especially those placed at the lower end of the chain.  Today we think of all life as inter-connected.

Aristotle was also very interested in how things move. Like Plato, he believed that different laws applied on earth from those in ‘the heavens’, and that earthly and celestial things were made of different kinds of matter.

On Earth, everything was made up of a mixture of four elements – earth, air, fire and water (an idea developed from Empedocles) and change occurred because of the endless mixing of these elements. However, everything in the heavens was made of a fifth element called ‘aether’. As there were no other elements in the heavens for ‘aether’ to mix and combine with, no changes took place and there was eternal perfection.

Anaximander was the first to moot the idea that the stars turned round the Earth in a crystal sphere. Aristotle developed this idea further, so that the Earth was at the centre of a cosmos of crystal spheres carrying the planets, sun and moon. These spheres, he said, turned in perfect circles, at a uniform or regular speed.

The Earth, said Aristotle, is the only thing that does not move. The planets themselves are set in motion by an ‘Unmoved Mover’ outside the outermost sphere. The further from Earth the planet is, the more pure and perfect it is because it is getting closer to the perfect abode of the Unmoved Mover.
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