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CHAPTER 1

LIFE AND WRITINGS

Aristotle was born in 384 B.C. at Stagira, a small town in
Chalcidice in northern Greece. His father Nicomachus
was court physician to Amyntas, King of Macedon. A
modern reader may be surprised that it was an otherwise
quite undistinguished city-state, and not Athens or one of
the other major cultural centres of Greece, that produced
Aristotle. But many brilliant Greek philosophers and
scientists came from cities which were of secondary eco-
nomic importance. The atomist Democritus, for instance,
came from Abdera, another small town in northern
Greece not far from Stagira. Although Aristotle spent
more than half his active life in Athens, he never became
an Athenian citizen, and his connections with Macedonia
were to prove an embarrassment to him, indeed after the
death of Alexander the Great a danger to his life.

The fact that Aristotle’s father was a medical man is not
without importance, since it suggests that Aristotle was
introduced to Greek medicine and biology at an early age.
Although we have no information concerning the type of
medicine that Nicomachus himself practised or professed,
two of the most famous of the so-called Hippocratic
treatises demonstrate that at least one notable representa-
tive of Greek scientific medicine was at work in northern
Greece at the end of the fifth century B.c. These are the
first and third books of the Epidemics, which contain case-
histories collected from such places as Thasos and Abdera.
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LIFE AND WRITINGS

The Academy

In 367, at the age of seventeen, Aristotle was sent to the
Academy, where for twenty years he was the pupil of
Plato. This first stay in Athens is the first of the three main
periods into which Aristotle’s intellectual development
may be divided. The question of his attitude towards the
teaching of his master raises major problems which I shall
discuss in due course, but it is certain that Plato was by far
the most important formative influence on Aristotle’s
thought. In spite of the differences in the interests,
methods and doctrines of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle,
these, the three greatest Greek philosophers, form, as
Renford Bambrough has nicely put it, a compact intellec-
tual dynasty.

Plato died in 347 and the question of who should suc-
ceed him as head of the Academy arose. There were three
possible candidates, Aristotle, Xenocrates and Plato’s
nephew, Speusippus. We do not know for certain what
factors influenced the outcome, nor even whether the
decision was Plato’s own or one taken by the members of
the Academy, but the facts themselves are clear. Speusip-
pus was chosen, and both Aristotle and Xenocrates left
Athens. Some scholars have supposed that the principal
reason for the rejection of Aristotle was his doctrinal un-
orthodoxy. But this was evidently not a sufficient cause
for his being passed over, since Speusippus too rejected
the theory of Ideas in its original Platonic form. If faithful-
ness to the teaching of the master had been the criterion,
we should have expected Xenocrates to have been made
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THE ACADEMY

head, since he was the most conservative of Plato’s three
main pupils. One of the chief reasons why the succession
passed to Speusippus may have been simply to keep
Plato’s property in the family, and there may also have
been legal difficulties in making over the property of an
Athenian citizen to a non-citizen such as Aristotle, al-
though these were overcome when Xenocrates, another
non-citizen, eventually succeeded Speusippus to become
the third head of the Academy.

When Speusippus was elected, Aristotle’s relations with
him became so strained—as it is generally thought—that
he decided to leave Athens. Here too, however, we lack
proof of his motives. There is little reliable early evidence
of any hostility between the two men, and we cannot dis-
count the possibility that Aristotle acted in part, at least,
for reasons unconnected with his relations with members
of the Academy. It has, for example, been suggested that
his departure should be linked with the current political
situation, since there was an outbreak of anti-Macedonian
feeling in Athens after Philip had sacked Olynthus in 348.
Nevertheless Aristotle’s continued absence from Athens
is proof enough that his connections with the Academy
meant far less to him, after Plato’s death, than the circle of
friends who accompanied him on his travels, the chief of
whom was his pupil, colleague and eventual successor as
head of the Lyceum, Theophrastus of Eresus.

* This has been suggested by Ingemar Diiring who has assembled the
evidence concerning Aristotle’s life in Aristotle in the Ancient Bio-
graphical Tradition, Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis rxm, 2,
Goteborg, 1957.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521094569
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-09456-6 - Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of his Thought
G. E. R. Lloyd

Excerpt

More information

LIFE AND WRITINGS

Travels

When Aristotle left Athens he went first to Assos in Asia
Minor at the invitation of Hermias, the ruler of Atarneus,
who had on previous occasions befriended two other
pupils of Plato, Erastus and Coriscus. This begins the
second main period of Aristotle’s philosophical activity,
the so-called period of the travels, which he spent in
various centres in Asia Minor and Macedonia and which
was, as we shall see later, especially important for the de-
velopment of his interests in natural science. He remained
on excellent terms with Hermias and he eventually
married Pythias who is variously described as Hermias’
niece, his adopted daughter or his sister. But after three
years at Assos he moved to Lesbos, and then another two
years later, in 342, he accepted the invitation of Philip of
Macedon to become tutor to the fourteen-year-old
Alexander.

The idea of the greatest philosopher of the day instruct-
ing the boy who was to become the greatest general the
Greeks ever produced is one thatmay fire the imagination.
Yet the influence that Aristotle had on Alexander, either
as his tutor or afterwards, was negligible. During his
second period at Athens Aristotle enjoyed considerable
Macedonian support, and this may well have included not
merely political backing, butalso assistancein, for example,
the organisation of his biological researches. It is, however,
hard to credit the suggestion that is sometimes made that
Alexander collected and dispatched to Aristotle specimens
of rare animals from Persia and India. Aristotle’s nephew
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TRAVELS

Callisthenes certainly accompanied Alexander to Persia in
the role of historian, but he was put to death on a charge
of treason in 327, and this must have embittered the rela-
tions between Aristotle and his ex-pupil. On the rare
occasions when Aristotle mentions authorities by name in
the biological treatises, he usually refers to an earlier
generation of travellers to the East, and especially to
Ctesias, the Greek physician who attended Artaxerxes.
And if specimens were sent back to Athens from India,
one may assume that Aristotle’s successors in the Lyceum
benefited from this more than Aristotle himself, since he
died within six years of Alexander’s first penetration of the
valley of the Indus. But in matters of political ideology a
gulf separated the two men. Aristotle shows no awareness
of the fundamental changes that Alexander’s conquests
were bringing about in the Greek world, and he would
undoubtedly have considered any political development
that led to a decline in the importance of the city-state as
a change for the worse. If he knew of Alexander’s policy
of forging links between the Greek and the non-Greek
peoples of his empire, he would certainly have regretted
and opposed it.

The return to Athens

Aristotle remained in Macedonia until 335, the year when
Alexander succeeded Philip. In that year he returned to
Athens, but not to the Academy, where Xenocrates had
by now succeeded Speusippus as head, but to teach on his
own account in the Lyceum. The Lyceum itself was a
grove just outside Athens frequented by other teachers—
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LIFE AND WRITINGS

Plato mentions it as one of Socrates’ haunts—but the
name came to be applied to Aristotle’s school in particular.
It was probably only after Aristotle’s death, under
Theophrastus, that the school acquired extensive property
and had, like the Academy, the legal status of a 8faoos or
religious association. But however informal the school
may have been under Aristotle, it was most important to
him, since it enabled him to coordinate the work of a
number of philosophers and scientists and to initiate an un~
precedentedly ambitious programme of research in many
different fields of inquiry. From 335 to 323 is the third and
final main period of his philosophical activity, referred to
as the period of the Lyceum or the second Athenian
period. But when in 323 news of Alexander’s death
reached Athens, this sparked off an anti-Macedonian
revolution and a charge of impiety was trumped up
against Aristotle. Not waiting for a trial, he withdrew to
Chalcis in Euboea, ‘to save the Athenians’, as our reports
have it, ‘from sinning twice against philosophy’. There
he died the next year at the age of sixty-two.

We have little reliable information from which to try
to reconstruct what sort of a man Aristotle was, but one
valuable document has been preserved by Diogenes
Laertius, his will. When his wife Pythias, who bore him a
daughter, died, Aristotle lived with a woman named
Herpyllis, and it was Herpyllis who according to our
sources bore him his son Nicomachus. In his will we find
Aristotle making provision for his family and household,

for Herpyllis herself, of whom he speaks with gratitude
8
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and affection, for his two children and for his slaves, to
several of whom he promises freedom either immediately
on his death or on his daughter’s marriage. And he directs
that his own bones be placed with those of Pythias,
according to Pythias’ instructions. The will shows Aristotle
responsible, well-to-do, kindly and liberal, according to
the standards of his day. Our other sources add little to
this picture, but provide such snippets of information as
that he lisped and dressed elegantly.

Writings

Aristotle’s writings fall into two main groups, the
treatises, which form by far the greater proportion of his
extant work, and the literary or ‘exoteric’ works, which
have survived only in the form of ‘fragments’, that is
quotations preserved by other authors. The distinction
between these two types of work is one to which Aristotle
himself refers on several occasions in the treatises. In the
Nicomachean Ethics (1102a18-28) for example, having
pointed out that the student of human society needs to
study the soul, he says that there is an adequate account of
this subject in his ‘exoteric’ works. In this case he is
referring principally to the dialogue known as the Eudemus
or On the Soul.

The significance of this distinction between two main
types of writing has been very variously interpreted. One
suggestion that was already current in antiquity was that
the treatises express the closely guarded true doctrines of
Aristotle, while the literary works contain falsehoods for
general consumption. But this is inconsistent with

9

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521094569
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-09456-6 - Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of his Thought
G. E. R. Lloyd

Excerpt

More information

LIFE AND WRITINGS

Aristotle’s own use of his ‘exoteric’ discussion of the soul
in the passage of the Nicomachean Ethics that has just been
mentioned. There the distinction is not one between a
true and a false doctrine of the soul, but rather one between
aspecialised and a non-specialised treatment of the subject.
“The student of society’, Aristotle says, ‘must study the
soul, but do so with his own subject in view, and only to
the extent that his own inquiry demands. For to strive
after greater exactness is more laborious, perhaps, than is
necessary for our present purposes.’

Literary works

In most cases the ‘exoteric’ works differ from the treatises
chiefly in being non-technical compositions written for
wide dissemination. The force of the word ‘exoteric’
itself may be that they were more readily available to the
general public outside the immediate circle of Aristotle’s
pupils. Many of these literary works were dialogues, some
of them modelled on the dialogues of Plato, and their
style was highly praised in antiquity. When Cicero,
Quintilian and other ancient literary critics speak of the
‘golden stream’ of Aristotle’s oratory, or of the ‘grace’
or ‘sweetness’ of his eloquence, they no doubt had
the dialogues primarily in mind: such terms are certainly
inappropriate to the treatises. But the importance of
these literary works for us lies not in their aesthetic quali-
ties, but in the insight they afford into Aristotle’s intellec-
tual development. Here, however, we enter difficult
ground.

Some of the literary works appear to have been written
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LITERARY WORKS

in Aristotle’s youth while he was still very much under
the influence of Plato. But the problems involved in
using these works as evidence for the philosophical views
that Aristotle held as a young man are considerable. To
begin with, we have to establish what he wrote. In some
cases we have what seem to be reasonably accurate quota-
tions, but often our source is not a work that explicitly
quotes Aristotle, so much as one that was written in imita-
tion of him. In tackling a commonplace theme ancient
authors frequently took models from earlier literature and
followed them in a way we should regard as downright
plagiarism. But cven while most scholars accept that
Iamblichus’ Protrepticus, for example, is largely derived
from Aristotle’s lost work of the same name, there is still
plenty of room for disagreement about whether any given
passage in Iamblichus corresponds to one in his Aris-
totelian original.

Our second difficulty concerns the context of the frag-
ments that have been preserved. With those of the lost
literary works that are known to have been dialogues we
are faced with the awkward, indeed in many cases un-
answerable, question of who the speaker expounding any
particular view may have been. Does the quotation repre-
sent Aristotle’s own ideas, or views that were put forward
at one point in the dialogue only to be challenged and
refuted at some later stage in the work? The dangers of
misinterpretation are obvious if one reflects how difficult
it would be to gain an accurate picture of Plato’s thought
in the Phaedo or the Republic if those works had survived
only in fragments.
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