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Aristotle, Parts of Animals, 1.5
Among the substantial beings constituted by nature, some are ungenerated and imperishable throughout all 
eternity, while others partake of generation and perishing. Yet it has turned out that our studies of the former, 
though they are valuable and divine, are fewer for as regards both those things on the basis of which one would 
examine them and those things about them which we long to know, the perceptual phenomena are altogether 
few. We are, however, much better provided in relation to knowledge about the perishable plants and animals, 
because we live among them (dia to syntrophon). For anyone wishing to labour sufficiently can grasp many 
things about each kind. Each study has its attractions… Perishable things, however, take the prize in respect of 
understanding because we know more of them and we know them more fully. Further because they are nearer to 
us and more akin to our nature (oikeiotera physis), they provide a certain compensation compared with the 
philosophy concerned with divine things. Since we have completed stating the way things appear to us about the 
divine things, it remains to speak about animal nature, omitting nothing in our power, whether of lesser or 
greater esteem. For even in the study of animals disagreeable to perception, the nature that crafted them likewise 
provides extraordinary pleasures to those who are able to know their causes and are by nature philosophers. 
Surely it would be unreasonable, even absurd, for us to enjoy studying likenesses of animals—on the ground 
that we are at the same time studying the art, such as painting or sculpture, that made them—while not prizing 
even more the study of things constituted by nature, at least when we can behold their causes. For this reason we 
should not be childishly disgusted at the examination of the less valuable animals. For in all natural things there 
is something marvelous. Even as Heraclitus is said to have spoken to those strangers who wished to meet him 
but stopped as they were approaching when they saw him warming himself by the oven—he bade them to enter 
without fear, ‘for there are gods here too’—so too one should approach research about each of the animals 
without disgust, since in every one there is something natural and beautiful.

On animals’ beauty

Plato, Republic 3 400d-401d
And surely the art of the painter and every other creative and constructive art are full of them,—weaving, 
embroidery, architecture, and every kind of manufacture; also nature, animal and vegetable,—in all of them 
there is grace or the absence of grace. And ugliness and discord and inharmonious motion are nearly allied to ill 
words and ill nature, as grace and harmony are the twin sisters of goodness and virtue and bear their likeness.
That is quite true, he said.
But shall our superintendence go no further, and are the poets only to be required by us to express the image of 
the good in their works, on pain, if they do anything else, of expulsion from our State? Or is the same control to 
be extended to other artists, and are they also to be prohibited from exhibiting the opposite forms of vice and 
intemperance and meanness and indecency in sculpture and building and the other creative arts; and is he who 
cannot conform to this rule of ours to be prevented from practising his art in our State, lest the taste of our 
citizens be corrupted by him? We would not have our guardians grow up amid images of moral deformity, as in 
some noxious pasture, and there browse and feed upon many a baneful herb and flower day by day, little by 
little, until they silently gather a festering mass of corruption in their own soul. Let our artists rather be those 
who are gifted to discern the true nature of the beautiful and graceful; then will our youth dwell in a land of 
health, amid fair sights and sounds, and receive the good in everything; and beauty, the effluence of fair works, 
shall flow into the eye and ear, like a health-giving breeze from a purer region, and insensibly draw the soul 
from earliest years into likeness and sympathy with the beauty of reason.
There can be no nobler training than that, he replied.
And therefore, I said, Glaucon, musical training is a more potent instrument than any other, because rhythm and 
harmony find their way into the inward places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting grace, and 
making the soul of him who is rightly educated graceful, or of him who is ill-educated ungraceful; and also 
because he who has received this true education of the inner being will most shrewdly perceive omissions or 
faults in art and nature, and with a true taste, while he praises and rejoices over and receives into his soul the 
good, and becomes noble and good, he will justly blame and hate the bad, now in the days of his youth, even 



before he is able to know the reason why; and when reason comes he will recognise and salute the friend with 
whom his education has made him long familiar.

Plato, Timaeus, 90e-92c
Thus our original design of discoursing about the universe down to the creation of man is nearly completed. A 
brief mention may be made of the generation of other animals, so far as the subject admits of brevity ; in this 
manner our argument will best attain a due proportion. On the subject of animals, then, the following remarks 
may be offered. Of the men who came into the world, those who were cowards or led unrighteous lives may 
with reason be supposed to have changed into the nature of women in the second generation. And this was the 
reason why at that time the gods created in us the desire of sexual intercourse, contriving in man one animated 
substance, and in woman another, which they formed respectively in the following manner. The outlet for drink 
by which liquids pass through the lung under the kidneys and into the bladder, which receives then by the 
pressure of the air emits them, was so fashioned by them as to penetrate also into the body of the marrow, which 
passes from the head along the neck and through the back, and which in the preceding discourse we have named 
the seed. And the seed having life, and becoming endowed with respiration, produces in that part in which it 
respires a lively desire of emission, and thus creates in us the love of procreation. Wherefore also in men the 
organ of generation becoming rebellious and masterful, like an animal disobedient to reason, and maddened 
with the sting of lust, seeks to gain absolute sway ; and the same is the case with the so-called womb or matrix 
of women ; the animal within them is desirous of procreating children, and when remaining unfruitful long 
beyond its proper time, gets discontented and angry, and wandering in every direction through the body, closes 
up the passages of the breath, and, by obstructing respiration, drives them to extremity, causing all varieties of 
disease, until at length the desire and love of the man and the woman, bringing them together and as it were 
plucking the fruit from the tree, sow in the womb, as in a field, animals unseen by reason of their smallness and 
without form ; these again are separated and matured within; they are then finally brought out into the light, and 
thus the generation of animals is completed.

Thus were created women and the female sex in general. But the race of birds was created out of innocent light-
minded men, who, although their minds were directed toward heaven, imagined, in their simplicity, that the 
clearest demonstration of the things above was to be obtained by sight; these were remodelled and transformed 
into birds, and they grew feathers instead of hair. The race of wild pedestrian animals, again, came from those 
who had no philosophy in any of their thoughts, and never considered at all about the nature of the heavens, 
because they had ceased to use the courses of the head, but followed the guidance of those parts of the soul 
which are in the breast. In consequence of these habits of theirs they had their front-legs and their heads resting 
upon the earth to which they were drawn by natural affinity; and the crowns of their heads were elongated and 
of all sorts of shapes, into which the courses of the soul were crushed by reason of disuse. And this was the 
reason why they were created quadrupeds and polypods: God gave the more senseless of them the more support 
that they might be more attracted to the earth. And the most foolish of them, who trail their bodies entirely upon 
the ground and have no longer any need of feet, he made without feet to crawl upon the earth. The fourth class 
were the inhabitants of the water : these were made out of the most entirely senseless and ignorant of all, whom 
the transformers did not think any longer worthy of pure respiration, because they possessed a soul which was 
made impure by all sorts of transgression ; and instead of the subtle and pure medium of air, they gave them the 
deep and muddy sea to be their element of respiration ; and hence arose the race of fishes and oysters, and other 
aquatic animals, which have received the most remote habitations as a punishment of their outlandish ignorance. 
These are the laws by which animals pass into one another, now, as ever, changing as they lose or gain wisdom 
and folly.

We may now say that our discourse about the nature of the universe has an end. The world has received animals, 
mortal and immortal, and is fulfilled with them, and has become a visible animal containing the visible— the 
sensible God who is the image of the intellectual, the greatest, best, fairest, most perfect— the one only begotten 
heaven.


