
Aristotle's On The Heavens: A Fascinating
Journey into the Nature of the Cosmos
Long ago, in the ancient world, a great philosopher named Aristotle set forth on a
remarkable quest to understand the heavens. His magnum opus, aptly titled "On
The Heavens," delved deep into the mysteries of the cosmos, providing
invaluable insights that shaped our understanding of the universe. In this article,
we embark on a cosmic journey, exploring Aristotle's influential work and
examining the significant contributions he made to the fields of astronomy and
natural philosophy.

The Enigma of the Celestial Sphere: Aristotle's Interpretation

Aristotle's On The Heavens opens with a profound analysis of the celestial
sphere, a concept that dominated cosmological thought for centuries. Aristotle
perceived the celestial sphere as a perfectly spherical and unchanging boundary
encompassing the earth and all celestial bodies. With the earth at the center, he
argued that the heavens, composed of transparent material, were made up of a
series of concentric spheres, each carrying a celestial body.

While his geocentric model would later be challenged by Copernicus and Galileo,
Aristotle's celestial sphere played a significant role in influencing the scientific
community of his time. His insightful explanations paved the way for a deeper
understanding of the erratic motions of celestial bodies, perturbations, and the
concept of the firmament.
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The Nature of the Cosmos: Elements and Celestial Motion

In "On The Heavens," Aristotle scrutinizes the motion of celestial bodies and
proposes an elemental theory that distinguishes the heavens from the terrestrial
world. For Aristotle, the heavens are composed of a fifth element, called aether,
which is eternal, unchanging, and divine. In contrast, the four earthly elements –
earth, air, fire, and water – are subject to change and decay.

Moreover, Aristotle introduces the concept of natural motion, asserting that
celestial bodies move in perfect circular orbits due to their natural inclination to
seek a state of perfection. This concept of natural motion had significant
implications for subsequent astronomers and philosophers.

The Causality of Cosmic Events: Aristotle's Four Causes

One of Aristotle's most notable contributions to philosophy is his theory of the four
causes: material, formal, efficient, and final. In "On The Heavens," he applies this
framework to explain celestial phenomena.

According to Aristotle, celestial motion is influenced by various causes. The
material cause refers to the heavenly bodies themselves, composed of aether.
The formal cause relates to the shape and design of celestial bodies, while the
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efficient cause encompasses the external forces that set them in motion, such as
planetary interactions. Finally, Aristotle proposed the final cause, asserting that
celestial bodies move with a purpose or telos – to maintain the order and
perfection of the heavens.

The Influence of Aristotle's Work on Medieval Cosmology

Aristotle's "On The Heavens" exerted a profound influence on medieval
cosmology, shaping the worldview of scholars for centuries to come. His
geocentric model, unified celestial sphere, and teleological explanations formed
the foundation of medieval understandings of the cosmos.

Medieval scholars, such as Thomas Aquinas, drew heavily from Aristotle's work,
incorporating his ideas into religious doctrines. The compatibility of Aristotle's
cosmology with Christian beliefs reinforced the pervasive influence of his ideas
throughout the Middle Ages.

The Revolution Begins: Overturning Aristotle's Model

Although Aristotle's work shaped cosmological thought for over a millennium, his
theories faced increasing challenges as scientific discoveries unfolded. The
heliocentric model proposed by Copernicus, supported by Galileo's observations
with the telescope, ultimately overturned Aristotle's geocentric model.

As the scientific revolution gained momentum, new theories and experimental
evidence emerged, leading to a paradigm shift in our understanding of the
cosmos. Nonetheless, Aristotle's "On The Heavens" remains a pivotal
cornerstone in the history of astronomy and natural philosophy, reminding us of
the significance of his bold inquiries.



Aristotle's "On The Heavens" stands as a testament to the insatiable human thirst
for knowledge and the enduring legacy of the ancient philosophers. In unravelling
the mysteries of the cosmos, Aristotle's work served as a guiding light for
countless generations of scholars, paving the way for groundbreaking discoveries
and reshaping our perceptions of the universe. Although his ideas may have
evolved with time, the impact of his pursuit of wisdom continues to reverberate
through the annals of scientific thought.
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Aristotle´s masterpiece "On the Heavens" is his chief cosmological treatise. 
In it Aristotle argues that the Earth is a sphere by pointing to the evidence of lunar
eclipses. Aristotle also provides a detailed explanation of his theory of 'gravity'
arguing that things which contain 'earth' fall towards the centre of the Universe
because 'earth' is naturally attracted to the centre of the Universe. Aristotle
argues that if the planet Earth was moved to the location of the Moon then
objects which contain 'earth' would not fall towards the centre of the Earth but
rather towards the centre of the Universe. Aristotle believed that the more 'earth'
an object contained the faster it would fall. Aristotle argues that there is another
type of matter called 'fire' which is naturally repelled from the centre of the
Universe. In addition to his own theories Aristotle expounds the theories of the
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Pythagoreans (that the Earth is one of the stars and that numbers are the literal
building blocks of our world) and Democritus (that matter is made of atoms and
objects float because of the motions of these atoms).
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