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THE COSMOLOGY OF ARISTOTLE ¢.384-323 BC
Nick Campion notes

Avistotle was Plato's pupil. He wrote extensively on astronomy and physics, chiefly enquiring
into the reasons for motion. The extract on your CD, from Book XII of the Metaphysics, is
one of the most important passages. Others occur in the Physics and De Caelo (On the
Heavens). Aristotle's celestial mechanics drew on work by Eudoxus of Cnidus (c.400-
.c.355/350 BCE), a brilliant mathematician and associate of Plato, who tried to explain the
fact, ignored by Plato, that the planets occasionally reverse their motions; he developed the
model of concentric spheres by which the planets' motions could be both erratic, as physical
observation demonstrated, and perfect circles, as Plato's theoretical mathematics required. His
calendar of the rising and setting of constellations formed the basis for Aratus' Phaenomena.
However Eudoxus' writings are lost and known mainly from a summary in Aristotle's
Metaphysics.

Eudoxus' system of concentric spheres contained certain flaws. For example, it couldn't
explain the planets' varying distances from the Earth, which seemed to be the likely cause of
their varying brightness. Further work was therefore done by his pupil Polemarchus, and his
pupil Callipus, who moved to Athens and collaborated with Aristotle. (The system of
concentric spheres is set out in Metaphysics XI1.1073-1074. Also see the diagram in De
Caelo, trans. Guthrie, p. 208 and the explanations in De Caelo 292a)

Comparison with Plato

Aristotle's cosmology has strong similarities with Plato's - such as his emphasis on circular
motion as the most perfect sort of motion, and his belief that an absence of motion is equated
with the 'good’, or absolute perfection. Yet he was much more at home in the world of the
physical senses than Plato and hence tended to replace Plato's other-worldliness with an
interest in biology and real celestial mechanics (rather than theoretical mathematics). Whereas
Plato’s basic concept was that the essences which define things pre-exist any instances of the
things themselves, and that the essence of "treeness" pre-exists any actual tree, Aristotle
believed the exact opposite, that "treeness"” can only occur in conjunction with actual trees.

Life

Aristotle's father was the personal physician to Amyntas Il of Macedon. In 367 BCE, at the
age of seventeen, Aristotle went to Athens to study at Plato's Academy and stayed there for
twenty years. He left in 347 after the political situation changed (Athens was now Macedon's
main rival) and Plato's nephew took over the Academy. He moved to Asia Minor, married the
daughter of the local ruler and founded a new Academy. In 344 he moved to Lesbos, where
he worked with Theophrastus, and in 342 he returned to Macedon to tutor the future
Alexander the Great. After Philip Il of Macedon completed his conquest of Greece in 338
Avistotle found himself in an influential position and, after Alexander succeeded in 336, he
returned to Athens on the side of the victors. When Alexander died in 323, Aristotle went into
voluntary exile in Chalcis in Euboea, and died in 322.

Astrology

Avristotle never made any direct reference to astrology in spite of the fact that he must have
been well aware of it. However, medieval tradition often erroneously pictured Aristotle as an
astrologer, even as Alexander the Great's astrologer. In fact Alexander and Aristotle remained
on excellent terms and, when Alexander conquered Babylon in 331, he sent Aristotle copies
of Babylonian eclipse records.

There actually were a large number of spurious works in the Middle Ages on both Alchemy
and Astrology attributed to Aristotle. Notable among these was the so-called Liber Aristotilis
(Book of Aristotle) on Astrology compiled by one Hugo of Santalla. The Secreta Secretorum
(Secret of Secrets) purported to be Aristotle's advice to Alexander on kingship, including
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advice on the use of astrology, and was seen as a guide to model behaviour of medieval
monarchs.

The divinity of the planets

Avristotle denied that the stars and planets were gods (Metaphysics XI1.1074b). However, he

did say that they are living beings:
"The fact is that we are inclined to think of the stars as mere bodies or units, occurring
in a certain order but completely lifeless; whereas we ought to think of them as
partaking of life and initiative. Once we do this, the events will no longer be
surprising' (On the Heavens I1.xii.292a).

The matter of the universe

Following Empedocles (c.495 BCE) and Plato, Aristotle believed that the universe is
comprised of four elements, fire, air, water and earth, but ascribed all physical motion to a
fifth element, aither which, he argued, does not exist on Earth, only in the heavens (aither was
already used by Anexagoras and Parmenides, see Kirk, 259. 372-4)

...four bodies are fire, air, water, earth.” (Meteorologica 339a15-16)

The whole terrestrial region then is compounded of these four bodies and it is the
conditions which affect them which, we have said, are the subject of our inquiry. This
region must be continuous with the motions of the heavens, which therefore regulate
its whole capacity for movement. For the celestial element as source of all motion,
must be regarded as first cause (Meteorologica 339a19-24).

Fire, air, water, earth, we assert, originate from one another, and each of them
exists potentially in each, as all things do that can be resolved into a common
and ultimate substrate.” (Meteorologica 339a36-b2)

Causality

Avistotle classified causes into four categories which he believed could answer the 'why' of an
object's existence. All four causes may act simultaneously:

1. material - the matter from which an object is made (i.e., fire belongs in heaven, therefore
flames, made of fire go up: all the elements find their own place, fire at the top, then air,
water, and earth at the bottom)

2. formal - is sometimes described as shape but is really the relationship to the Ideal Forms in
Plato's cosmology. The form is the essential nature of a thing, i.e., what it is. It is the same
functionally as a Platonic Idea except that it does not exist independently of or prior to an
actual instance of something.

3. efficient - the object's maker

4. final - the object's use or purpose (all activities have a purpose and all objects are becoming
something else. Thus a person walks because s/he wants to be healthy. Also, what an object
can become is restricted by its nature: an acorn must become an oak tree, not a cabbage.
There can be an overlap with material causes: fire goes up because its purpose is to return to
its natural place - in heaven).

(At this point I'd like to note an example of Aristotelian thought in modern astrology - from
Liz Greene's 'Astrology for Lovers', p. 119: '‘Being born under a particular sign, or having a
lot of planets or the ascendant placed there, doesn't automatically show that you are those
things, that you have those qualities full-blown and ready to display in the shop window. It
means that there is a reservoir of potential innate in you, something to strive toward. You
grow into your chart, just as a seed grows into a full plant'. That sounds like a description of
the ‘final cause'.)
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Influence

According to Aristotle influence was divided into three categories:

1. celestial motions (motus) transmitting light and heat,

2. celestial light (lumen) producing day and night,

3. influentiae, intended to explain otherwise inexplicable phenomena, such as the formation of
metals in the earth, magnetism and the tides.

The Prime Mover
Avistotle talks of the creator, God, as the Prime Mover, the being who initiates all motion and
hence creation. Crucially for astrology, the planets are then the secondary causes.

Birth and destiny

In the Republic Book 1, v, 1254al7 (p. 67 Penguin Classic, trans T.A.Sinclair), Aristotle is
discussing the effect of birth on social and political status: "That one should command and
another obey is both necessary and expedient. Indeed some things are so divided right from
birth, some to rule, some to be ruled'.

Consequences of Aristotle's work for astrology
Avristotle never mentioned astrology, subsequent writers were able to draw conclusions from
his work which were either favourable to astrology or hostile to it.

1. For

a. the stars and planets are secondary causes and hence any study of why things happen must
take them into account.

b. the planets are active and alive.

c. the cosmos is a single whole - humans, stars and planets are all part of the same integrated
system, made of the same substance.

d. in order to encounter/return to God, humans must travel through the planetary spheres.

e. Aristotle's interest in biology and gestation may, like Plato's interest in better and worse
births, have been a factor in the later development of natal astrology, a point which requires
further investigation.

2. Against

a. by emphasising natural causes, Aristotle undermined the planetary deities of Babylonian
astrology.

b. like Plato, the belief that stars and planets moved in precise, mathematically defined orbits,
also undermined Babylonian astrology (although the same dilemma existed within
Babylonian astrology - but was never addressed).

c. the planets were no longer divinities.

d. Aristotle's thought tended to be sceptical and demand mathematical and logical proofs
which astrology was unable to supply.

Aristotle's historical significance

Avristotle's historical influence was huge. His major impact on astrology was felt through
Claudius Ptolemy, whose Tetrabiblos (c.120 CE) was to become perhaps the most important
astrological textbook in the west. Ptolemy removed all divine and mythological causes from
astrology and was the first astrologer we know of to put forward the naturalistic rationale for
astrology, namely that if the moon pulls the tides then it, and the other planets, must similarly
exert an influence on humanity. This represents a decisive shift within astrology away from
an astrology of deities and souls to one of physical influences. The Tetrabiblos was one of
many texts used by the astrologers of the Islamic world from the ninth century onwards, and
its importance in western astrology became entrenched when, in 1138, it became the first
major classical astrology text to be translated from Arabic into Latin. This translation was part
of a wave of translations of Arabic material, including a very large proportion of Aristotle's
work. It was believed that Aristotle sanctioned astrology and, as we shall discover in term 2,



Nick Campion Notes Aristotle 4

the introduction of astrology into medieval thought was part of a wider intellectual and
cultural revolution which has become known as the 'Twelfth Century Renaissance'.
Avristotelian cosmology dominated European astronomy until the astronomical revolution of
the sixteenth- and seventeenth-centuries. Within astrology we might see the Aristotelian
strand as currently represented by efforts to prove astrology statistically or investigate
possible physical relationships between humanity and the planets.
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