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SUMMARY 

Why does Aristotle commit to the existence of simple bodies? Why does Aristotle conduct 

an investigation into simple bodies as part of his natural philosophy? These are the two 

questions I want to focus on in this dissertation. The answer to these questions, in my view, 

can be found in Aristotle’s investigations into simple bodies in De Caelo and De 

Generatione et Corruptione. On the basis of my interpretation of these two treatises, I argue 

in this dissertation that Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies contributes significantly 

to his explanation of change, and amounts to a single, coherent, systematic account, based 

in first principles, of all change.  

Chapter 1 argues that Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo is conducted 

through a cosmic method. This method, as I argue, is for the sake of the completeness and 

systematicity of his investigation of simple bodies. More specifically, I argue that, only if 

Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies is conducted in a cosmological background, can 

he put forward a systematic investigation of an exhaustive list of the fundamental 

components of all possible physical things in the universe.  

Chapter 2 argues that, in De Caelo I.2, the introduction and differentiation of simple 

bodies is achieved entirely by differentiating simple motions, and that Aristotle’s aim in 

De Caelo I.2 is to provide an explanatory account of all possible locomotion. This 

contradicts the traditional interpretation of De Caelo I.2, which considers how, and how 

completely, Aristotle uses the differentiation of simple magnitudes to differentiate simple 

bodies, and which assumes that he introduces the notion of a simple body independently of 

the notion of a simple motion. This is why Aristotle identifies simple bodies with the 

fundamental components of the universe. 

Chapter 3 argues that the simple body that is neither heavy nor light (ether) is excluded 

from the field of generation and corruption, so that it does not contribute to Aristotle’s 

explanation of the changes other than locomotion by forming the physical things that are 

subject to these changes. I argue that the exclusion of ether from the field of generation and 

corruption is necessary for his overall explanation of the changes other than locomotion, 

because it leads to the conclusion that only the sublunary simple bodies constitute the 

corruptible physical things and, in this way, contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the 

changes other than locomotion.  
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Chapter 4 argues that Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo contains a 

rigorous deduction according to which the number of the sublunary simple bodies is 

ultimately settled. My reconstruction of this deduction is a refutation of the traditional view, 

according to which Aristotle has not provided sufficient reasons for the existence of four 

sublunary simple bodies in De Caelo. On the basis of my reconstruction of Aristotle’s 

deduction of simple bodies in De Caelo, it can be answered what are the simple bodies that 

are going to contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change. 

Chapter 5 argues that the reason why Aristotle moves from his characterization of simple 

bodies in De Caelo to that in GC is that his characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo 

is insufficient to support his view that the changes other than locomotion, especially 

generation and corruption, are everlasting. I argue against the traditional view, which says 

that Aristotle introduces a new characterization of simple bodies in GC because his 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo cannot differentiate simple bodies into four 

groups sufficiently. I argue that it is for the sake of providing us with an explanation of the 

changes other than locomotion that Aristotle moves on to his characterization of simple 

bodies in GC from that in De Caelo. 

Chapter 6 investigates why simple bodies have to be investigated in GC, and argues that 

this is because the matter of physical things comes to be from the mixture of simple bodies. 

While something like this view has been recognized in regard to Metaphysics Θ, I argue 

that this distinction is defended in Aristotle’s theory of mixture in GC. This account of the 

way in which matter comes to be from simple bodies will significantly contribute to our 

interpretation of Aristotle’s explanation of change. 

Chapter 7 explains, on the basis of Physics I and GC I, how simple bodies contribute to 

Aristotle’s explanation of changes by forming the matter of physical things. I argue that, 

only if there is such matter, can the possibility of the substantial changes and the distinction 

between the substantial changes and other changes be explained. I conclude that, for 

Aristotle, change cannot be sufficiently explained without his commitment to the existence 

of simple bodies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Why does Aristotle commit to the existence of simple bodies? Why does Aristotle 

conduct an investigation into simple bodies as part of his natural philosophy? These are the 

two questions I want to focus on in this dissertation. The answer to these questions, in my 

view, can be found in Aristotle’s investigations into simple bodies in De Caelo and De 

Generatione et Corruptione. On the basis of my interpretation of these two treatises, I argue 

in this dissertation that Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies contributes significantly 

to his explanation of change, and amounts to a single, coherent, systematic account, based 

in first principles, of all change. Following Aristotle’s De Caelo and De Generatione et 

Corruptione, this dissertation is divided into two parts. Part I is mainly concerned with 

Aristotle’s discussion of simple bodies in De Caelo. In regard to De Caelo, I shall address 

two principal questions: (1) Why does Aristotle feel the need to conduct an investigation 

into simple bodies as part of his natural philosophy? (2) What are the simple bodies that 

are going to contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change, not only locomotion, but also 

generation and corruption?  

The first question is, to my knowledge, often neglected in the scholarship. My answer 

to this question is built on my interpretation of DC I.2. I argue that the introduction and 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo is achieved entirely through Aristotle’s 

differentiation of simple motions in DC I.2, which serves as an explanatory account of all 

possible locomotion. This interpretation is significantly different from the traditional 

interpretation of DC I.2. The question that critics tend to ask is: How, and how completely, 

does Aristotle use the differentiation of simple magnitudes to differentiate simple bodies? 

(Some critics think he does so in a complete way, others deny this.) Moreover, critics 

assume that Aristotle introduces the notion of a simple body independently of the notion of 

a simple motion. This, however, is to miss the point of Aristotle’s argument in DC I.2, 

which, so I argue, is to introduce the notion of simple motions, and to use this notion to 

introduce the notion of simple bodies, and in this way to provide an explanatory account of 

all possible locomotion. It is from here, according to my interpretation, that Aristotle sets 

out to investigate the role that simple bodies play in his explanation of the changes other 

than locomotion, namely, generation and corruption and the other non-substantial changes 

(i.e. alternation and growth). 
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My answer to the second question, namely, what are the simple bodies that contribute 

to Aristotle’s explanation of change, is built on my interpretation of DC III and IV. 

According to an influential traditional view, even if it is supposed that a complete list of 

simple bodies has been put forward in De Caelo, the investigation of simple bodies in De 

Caelo cannot explain the number of simple bodies within its own context. On the traditional 

view, a sufficient deduction of the number of simple bodies is not provided until the second 

book of De Generatione et Corruptione. In opposition to this reading, I propose that, in De 

Caelo, Aristotle does provide us with a strict deduction of the number of simple bodies that 

contribute to an explanation of the changes other than locomotion, especially generation 

and corruption. Accordingly, I provide a reconstruction of this deduction, based on a close 

reading of DC III and IV. 

According to my interpretation, Aristotle’s deduction of the number of simple bodies 

proceeds on the basis of his differentiation and characterization of simple bodies in DC I.2. 

By the end of Chapter 2, I arrive at the conclusion that simple bodies are differentiated in 

accordance with Aristotle’s differentiation of three types of simple motions; and 

differentiated into three types, that is, the heavy simple body, the light simple body, and 

the simple body that is neither heavy nor light. Then, I argue that Aristotle arrives at his 

final list in two steps. First, in Chapter 3, I explain why the simple body that is neither 

heavy nor light (i.e. what Aristotle calls ether) is excluded from the field of generation and 

corruption, so that it cannot contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other than 

locomotion by forming the physical things that are subject to these changes. Then, in 

Chapter 4, I explain why, according to Aristotle’s theory of contraries, each of the heavy 

simple bodies and the light simple bodies, which are the simple bodies that contribute to 

Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other than locomotion, has to be distinguished 

further into two kinds of simple bodies, so that we have four corruptible simple bodies in 

total. My reconstruction of Aristotle’s deduction of the four simple bodies is a direct 

refutation of the traditional view. It shows explicitly that in De Caelo Aristotle has 

undertaken a sufficient deduction of an exhaustive list of simple bodies. On the basis of my 

reconstruction of Aristotle’s deduction of simple bodies in De Caelo, I can answer my 

second question in regard to De Caelo: What are the simple bodies that are going to 

contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change? 
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Following the tradition of interpretation against which I am going to argue, I call 

Aristotle’s inquiry into the number of simple bodies in De Caelo a deduction. With 

‘deduction’, I refer to a series of arguments on account of which Aristotle’s view is 

sufficiently spelled out and defended. This notion, however, is sometimes misleading, since 

it may be confused with ‘demonstration’ (ἀπόδειξις). ‘Demonstration’ is a technical term 

for Aristotle. It refers to the arguments whose premises are first principles of the science 

(or derived from them) and whose conclusions are therefore theorems of the science. This 

is, of course, not the case in the context of my discussion in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. In 

these two chapters, what I intend to do is to reconstruct Aristotle’s investigation of the 

number of simple bodies that are going to contribute to his explanation of change. Simple 

bodies will emerge as the first principles in Aristotle’s overall natural philosophy, but in 

this investigation of the number of simple bodies, they are the end of the deductions, rather 

than the start point. For this reason, the deductions through which the number of simple 

bodies are determined are just deductive justifications of the first principles, rather than 

demonstrations that are built on the basis of the first principles. This distinction between 

deduction and demonstration is also applicable to some other similar cases in this 

dissertation. 

 

In Part II, I turn to De Generatione et Corruptione, and ask: In exactly what way do 

the four simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change? I answer this 

question in Chapters 6 and 7. In Chapter 6, I propose that the way in which simple bodies 

contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change is that they form the matter of physical 

things. Then, in Chapter 7, I argue that only on the supposition that there is such matter, 

can the possibility of the substantial change, and the distinction between the substantial 

change and the non-substantial change, be explained. In this way, I show that, for Aristotle, 

change cannot be sufficiently explained without simple bodies. 

My account of the explanatory role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s theory of 

change relies crucially on my proposal that, in De Generatione et Corruptione, Aristotle 

distinguishes between the mixture of simple bodies and the homogenous parts of substances. 

I propose that, for Aristotle, physical things are generated from a mixture of simple bodies, 

and physical things are directly composed of the homogenous parts of physical things. 
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According to my interpretation, the homogenous parts of physical things are generated 

from the mixture of simple bodies. At the same time, I argue that Aristotle does not identify 

or equate homogenous parts and the mixture of simple bodies; on the contrary, he 

distinguishes between them, and does so on the grounds that they have different forms. 

This is because simple bodies are wholly destroyed in the homogenous parts of physical 

things, whereas they still exist in virtue of themselves in the mixtures from which the 

homogenous parts of physical things come to be.  

This interpretation of the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s explanation of 

change is not entirely new, since there are some critics who have already made a similar 

point with regard to Metaphysics Θ. For example, Makin has identified the homogenous 

parts of a physical thing as the concurrent matter of a substance, and simple bodies as the 

pre-existing matter of the substance.1 However, in Chapter 6, I show that this distinction, 

or something very similar to it, is present and operative in Aristotle’s theory of mixture in 

De Generatione et Corruptione; and, in Chapter 7, I use this point in regard to the Physics 

and, in particular, the question why De Generatione et Corruptione has to supplement the 

Physics (more on this question, later in this Introduction). This, as far as I know, is new. 

The critics have made a similar point with regard to Metaphysics Θ, but nobody, to my 

knowledge, has made this point with regard to De Generatione et Corruptione or with 

regard to the relation between De Generatione et Corruptione and Physics. 

So far I have outlined my answers to the three questions discussed in this dissertation: 

(1) Why does Aristotle feel the need to conduct an investigation into simple bodies in his 

natural philosophy? (2) What are the simple bodies that are going to contribute to 

Aristotle’s explanation of change, not only locomotion, but also generation and corruption? 

(3) In exactly what way do the four simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of 

change? Of all these three questions, the first two relate to De Caelo, while the third one 

relates to De Generatione et Corruptione. In responding to the first question, I show that 

Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies is associated with his explanation of change. It 

is in terms of simple bodies that the variety and the complexity of locomotion is explained. 

Then, in responding to the second and the third questions, I argue that Aristotle’s 

investigation also contributes to his explanation of changes other than locomotion. I explain 

                                                             
1 Makin 2006, 139-140; 167. 
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what simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of these changes, and how they 

perform this function. In this way, as we shall see, Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies 

in De Generatione et Corruptione supplements his investigation of simple bodies in De 

Caelo. We may conclude that the two treatises constitute a systematic investigation into 

the role of simple bodies in Aristotle’s explanation of change as a whole.  

This reading of De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione differs from the 

traditional view of the relationship between Aristotle’s investigations into simple bodies in 

these two treatises. According to the traditional view, either Aristotle’s investigation in De 

Generatione et Corruptione means that he has given up on the investigation of De Caelo, 

or, at any rate, that Aristotle deals with different matters in the two treatises and does so in 

such a way that we cannot suppose a proper continuity or unity between them. Both views 

deny that the two treatises make up a single, coherent investigation into change; which is, 

precisely, what I argue that they do. In opposition to this traditional view, I argue that 

Aristotle’s characterizations of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione is a 

necessary supplement to his investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo, upon which it 

directly builds. This interpretation allows us to develop an alternative understanding of the 

relationship between De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione than that presumed by 

the traditional view. According to our interpretation, the two treatises belong together, in 

this order, and provide a single, coherent, systematic account of all change, based in first 

principles. 

 

On the relation to the Physics 

As I shall spell out in the main body of this dissertation, Aristotle initially puts forward, as 

the conclusions of his investigation of change in the Physics, a series of principles with 

which he will operate in his investigations of simple bodies in De Caelo and De 

Generatione et Corruptione. This dissertation does not (except in three particular places) 

investigate the Physics. However, before I begin my formal discussion, it is necessary to 

situate Aristotle’s investigations in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione in relation 

to the Physics.  
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In the modern editions of the Corpus Aristotelicum, the Physics comes before De 

Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione. This arrangement is not without good reason. 

As Ross points out, in DC 275b22 and GC 318a2, Aristotle explicitly refers back to Physics 

VIII; in DC 303a23, he refers back to his previous discussion of time and motion in Physics 

VI, etc.1 All these backward references in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione 

indicate that, when Aristotle refers back to his discussions in the Physics, he must expect 

his readers to have been familiar with his theories and principles which have already been 

put forward in the Physics.  

The reason why Aristotle frequently revisits the principles in the Physics is that the 

issues with which he has dealt in the Physics are prior, in the order of the philosophical 

inquiry into nature, to those in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione. In the Physics, 

Aristotle offers a careful examination of the central notions of his physical inquiry, such as 

matter and form, causation, motion, time and space. All these notions are related, in one 

way or another, to the other particular studies of natural philosophy. The priority of the 

Physics in Aristotle’s natural philosophy is explicitly pointed out in Philoponus’ 

commentary on this treatise.2 According to Philoponus, Aristotle is occupied with the 

issues that belong to all natural things in common in the Physics, but with particular issues 

of his natural philosophy in the subsequent treatises, such as De Caelo and De Generatione 

et Corruptione. Therefore, we may take it as a fact that Aristotle’s investigation into natural 

things takes its starting point in the Physics, and that, in his succeeding investigations in 

De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione, he follows the principles that he has 

introduced, and established at any rate up to a point, in the Physics.  

Change is one of the central notions that is carefully discussed in the Physics. Aristotle 

introduces series of principles in Physics, based on his investigation into change. It is, 

therefore, reasonable to ask: If Aristotle has already carefully investigated change in the 

Physics, why does he still feel the need to develop a systematic account of all change in 

terms of an investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione? 

My answer to this question is that Aristotle’s investigations of change in the Physics are 

much too introductory and general. For this reason, some of their conclusions have to be 

worked out and sufficiently explained through further investigations; and some have to be 

                                                             
1 Ross 1936, 2. 
2 Philoponus 2006, 23. 
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complemented by further investigations to become properly adequate. I will spell out these 

two points with two examples. 

According to my interpretation of De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione, 

Aristotle puts forward a series of explanations for different types of change as the basis of 

his investigation into simple bodies. It is in terms of these explanations that the role that 

simple bodies play in Aristotle’s explanation of various types of change will be established 

in this dissertation.  

It is remarkable, as I will show in Chapter 2, that Aristotle’s explanation of the 

complexity and variety of locomotion comes before his explanations of generation and 

corruption and any other change. It seems to me that the priority of his explanation of 

locomotion in the explanations of different types of change has already been introduced in 

the Physics. In Physics VIII, Aristotle makes it clear that locomotion occupies a prior 

position to the other changes, e.g., generation and corruption, alteration, and growth. I note 

here that it is in Physics VIII that Aristotle properly introduces the notion of a simple body, 

and does so in association with the idea of simple motions, having mentioned simple bodies 

in passing in book II. This explains why locomotion is explained first in Aristotle’s 

investigations. I cannot discuss this priority, or what is behind it, here, but I would like to 

mention Odzuck’s The Priority of Locomotion in Aristotle’s Physics in which Aristotle’s 

arguments for the priority of locomotion have been sufficiently defended. According to 

Odzuck’s interpretation of Physics VIII, locomotion has ontological, temporal and essential 

priority over any other change. First, all changes depend on the first locomotion (i.e. the 

locomotion of ether and in general the everlasting locomotion), but this locomotion does 

not depend on them. Secondly, locomotion takes place before the occurrence of any other 

change. Finally, locomotion is prior to any other change in essence. The priority of 

locomotion in these aspects, as Odzuck points out, leads to the conclusion that the change 

which is directly caused by the unmoved mover can only be locomotion.1 At the same time, 

this indicates a necessary sequence in Aristotle’s further, more detailed and more adequate 

explanations of each of these two types of changes (i.e. locomotion and other changes), and 

in particular the investigations in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione. 

                                                             
1 Odzuck 2014, 11. 
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 In his subsequent investigation into nature, and his accounts of different changes, 

Aristotle follows this sequence in his detailed explanations. As I will show in the main 

body of this dissertation, Aristotle first explains the complexity and variety of locomotion, 

which (as I argue) serves as the basis for his whole differentiation of simple bodies, and 

then moves on to his explanation of the changes in addition to locomotion, now on the basis 

of his investigation into simple bodies. This application of the principle that locomotion is 

prior to any other changes in Aristotle’s detailed explanations of change reveals the 

limitation of his investigation in the Physics. It is true that the principles that will be 

followed in the subsequent investigations are put forward in this treatise (i.e., Physics VIII), 

but how these principles are to be worked out remains open. Only once those further 

investigations, such as, in particular, Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies, that are 

in conformity with the principles in the Physics but go beyond those principles as 

introduced there, have been conducted can the corresponding principles be sufficiently 

developed and elaborated. This is my first answer to the question of why Aristotle feels the 

need to embark on additional investigations beyond his Physics. 

It seems that Aristotle has already said a lot on the material cause in the Physics. For 

example, in Physics I, in his response to the Eleatic challenge to the existence of change, 

Aristotle identifies the matter as the underlying thing of a change,1 and argues that it is 

necessary to commit to the existence of matter in any change, otherwise the possibility of 

change will be radically challenged in the way the Eleatics argue. In Physics II, the notion 

of matter is characterized as the material cause of a natural thing. Since matter has been 

frequently discussed in the Physics, one may wonder, why Aristotle still feels the need to 

embark on an investigation of this notion in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione. 

In other words, one may wonder why matter is still a question after the Physics. 

The answer to this question (so I argue on the basis of the overall argument of this 

dissertation) is that Aristotle’s account of matter in the Physics is not adequate as it stands 

and is in need of supplementation by certain further investigations. This problem is most 

clear in Aristotle’s theory of matter in Physics I. It is in this book that the notion of matter 

is introduced into Aristotle’s natural philosophy and characterized, at this stage, as an entity 
                                                             
1 As we shall see in Chapter 7, the underlying thing, or substratum, of a change, strictly speaking, is a 
complex of privation and matter. But since privation is a non-being in virtue of itself, the underlying 
thing, in virtue of being the complex of privation and matter, can be identified as matter in a loose 
sense. 
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that is a being in one way but a non-being in another way. This characterization of matter, 

as we shall see in Chapter 7, serves as Aristotle’s response to the Eleatic challenge to the 

possibility of change in the Physics. At the same time, Aristotle is well aware that this 

characterization of matter is incomplete, since it remains unclear what the relationship 

between the matter and the form of a hylomorphic compound is. For this reason, 

immediately after his characterization in Physics I.8, Aristotle anticipates an alternative 

characterization of matter in terms of actuality and potentiality.1 This is just what is picked 

up in GC I.3, where the matter in a generation simpliciter is defined as the potential 

substance, which is going to be generated but is not this substance yet in actuality. In my 

view, the reason why Aristotle is compelled to reconsider the notion of matter in the 

treatises after the Physics is that what he has achieved in the Physics is not sufficient or 

adequate. As I will show in § 7.3.1 in my formal discussion, his new definition in GC I.3 

opens a way in which matter can be directly related to a form. As a potential entity, matter 

can be actualized by receiving a form. In this way, in terms of the notions of actuality and 

potentiality, the gap between matter and form, which is left hanging in Physics, can be 

ultimately bridged in De Generatione et Corruptione.  

This example indicates that Aristotle’s investigations in the Physics may not be 

sufficient or adequate by themselves, even though they do provide the starting point. It is 

for this reason that Aristotle feels the need to supplement the principles that have been 

established in Physics with further accounts. If we associate this example with the first one, 

then, from both of these examples, we can begin to understand why Aristotle feels the need, 

after the Physics, to move on to De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione (and to other 

treatises on natural philosophy), in order to take substantially further the project of the 

Physics. 

 

Summaries of each chapter 

Chapter 1 

In this chapter, I argue that Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo is 

conducted through a cosmic method. This method, as I argue in this chapter, is for the sake 

of the completeness and systematicity of his investigation of simple bodies. More 

                                                             
1 Cf. Physics I.8, 191b27-29. 
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specifically, I argue that, only if Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies is conducted in 

a cosmological background, can he put forward a systematic investigation of an exhaustive 

list of the fundamental components of all possible physical things in the universe. Since the 

completeness and the systematicity are vital to Aristotle’s overall inquiry into the simple 

bodies, my investigation of the cosmological background in this chapter will serve as a 

proper start point of an interpretation of his systematic investigations of simple bodies in 

both De Caelo and in De Generatione et Corruptione. 

 

Chapter 2 

The thesis of this chapter is that, in De Caelo I.2, the introduction and differentiation of 

simple bodies is achieved entirely by differentiating simple motions, and that Aristotle’s 

aim in De Caelo I.2 is to provide an explanatory account of all possible locomotion. This 

contradicts the traditional interpretation of De Caelo I.2, which considers how, and how 

completely, Aristotle uses the differentiation of simple motions to differentiate simple 

bodies, and which assumes that he introduces the notion of a simple body independently of 

the notion of a simple motion. This is to miss the point of Aristotle’s argument in De Caelo 

I.2, which—so I argue—is to introduce the notion of simple motions, to use this to 

introduce the notion of simple bodies, and in this way to provide an explanatory account of 

all possible locomotion. This is why Aristotle identifies simple bodies in this chapter with 

the fundamental components of the universe. 

 

Chapter 3 

In this chapter, I argue that the simple body that is neither heavy nor light (i.e. what 

Aristotle calls ether) is excluded from the field of generation and corruption, so that it does 

not contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other than locomotion by forming 

the physical things that are subject to these changes. I argue in this chapter that this 

exclusion of ether from the field of generation and corruption is necessary for Aristotle’s 

overall explanation of the changes other than locomotion, because it leads to the conclusion 

that only the sublunary simple bodies, no matter what they are, constitute the corruptible 

physical things and, in this way, contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other 

than locomotion.  

 

Chapter 4 
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In this chapter, I argue that Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo contains 

a rigorous deduction according to which the number of the sublunary simple bodies is 

ultimately settled. My reconstruction of this deduction is a direct refutation of the 

traditional view, according to which Aristotle has not provided sufficient reasons for the 

existence of four sublunary simple bodies in De Caelo. My reconstruction, on the contrary, 

shows explicitly that in De Caelo Aristotle has undertaken a sufficient deduction of an 

exhaustive list of simple bodies. On the basis of my reconstruction of Aristotle’s deduction 

of simple bodies in De Caelo, it can be answered what are the simple bodies that are going 

to contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change. 

 

Chapter 5 

In this chapter, I argue that the reason why Aristotle moves from his characterization of 

simple bodies in De Caelo to that in De Generatione et Corruptione is that his 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo is insufficient to support his view that the 

changes other than locomotion, especially generation and corruption, are everlasting. My 

interpretation of the relation between Aristotle’s two characterizations of simple bodies (i.e. 

in De Caelo and in De Generatione et Corruptione) significantly differs from existing 

views. On the traditional view, Aristotle introduces a new characterization of simple bodies 

in De Generatione et Corruptione because his characterization of simple bodies in De 

Caelo cannot differentiate simple bodies into four groups sufficiently. The traditional view, 

I argue, fails to recognize that both of Aristotle’s two characterizations of simple bodies 

contribute to a single, coherent and systematic account, based in first principles, of all 

change. According to my interpretation, it is for the sake of providing us with an 

explanation of the changes other than locomotion that Aristotle move on to his 

characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione from his first 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo. 

 

Chapter 6 

In this chapter, I consider why simple bodies have to be investigated in De Generatione et 

Corruptione. According to my interpretation, this is because the matter of physical things 

comes to be from the mixture of simple bodies. This interpretation of the role that simple 

bodies play in Aristotle’s explanation of natural substances and their changes is not entirely 

new, since there are some critics who have already made a similar point with regard to 
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Metaphysics Θ. For example, Makin has identified the homogenous parts of a physical 

thing as the concurrent matter of a substance, and simple bodies as the pre-existing matter 

of the substance. In this chapter, however, I argue that this distinction, or something very 

similar, is present and operative in Aristotle’s theory of mixture in De Generatione et 

Corruptione. This clarification of the way in which matter comes to be from simple bodies 

will significantly contribute to our interpretation of Aristotle’s explanation of change. As 

it will be finally shown in Chapter 7, it is by forming the matter of physical things that 

simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change. 

 

Chapter 7 

In this chapter, I explain how simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of changes 

by forming the matter of physical things. This view is established on the basis of my 

interpretation of Aristotle’s explanation of change in Physics I and GC I. I argue that, only 

if there is such matter, can the possibility of the substantial changes and the distinction 

between the substantial changes and the non-substantial changes be explained. Since, as 

has been shown in Chapter 6, the matter of physical things comes to be from the mixture 

of simple bodies, I show in this chapter that, for Aristotle, change cannot be sufficiently 

explained without his commitment to the existence of simple bodies. 
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Part I  

The investigation into the simple bodies, or the corporeal elements of the universe, 

constitutes the lion’s share of De Caelo, which shows that it occupies a significant place in 

Aristotle’s inquiry into the universe, or the heavens, as the title of this treatise indicates. 

However, scholars do not usually recognize that the investigation into simple bodies carried 

out in De Caelo is an overture to the investigation in De Generatione et Corruptione. In 

the view of these critics, the investigation into simple bodies in this treatise lacks 

completeness and strictness.1 This is the view against which I shall argue in this part. In 

my view, even if the treatise itself is not strictly independent, it does not follow that the 

investigation into simple bodies that it contains, especially the deduction of the number of 

the simple bodies, is incomplete. In fact, the investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo 

is not only complete and strict, but even more ambitious than that undertaken in De 

Generatione et Corruptione. It is in De Caelo that Aristotle indicates, for the first time, 

why the notion of simple body has to be committed to, and derives an exhaustive list of the 

corporeal elements of the whole universe from this explanation.  

In order to deomonstrate the completeness and strictness of Aristotle’s ambitious 

investigation, I shall reconstruct his arguments according to the following sequence. (1) I 

shall first introduce the cosmological character of the characterization of simple bodies in 

De Caelo. (2) Then I will proceed to consider the reasons for Airstotle’s commitment to 

the existence of corporeal elements of the universe in view of the way in which simple 

bodies are characterized in De Caelo. (3) Finally, I will determine the number of corporeal 

elements to which Aristotle must be committed. In this way, I will show that De Caelo 

contains a systematic and complete investigation into the simple bodies, which starts from 

an argument for Aristotle’s commitment to the existence of simple bodies, and ends with 

an exhaustive list of the simple bodies of which the whole universe consists. If this is correct, 

then it provides us with the prospect of reconsidering the relationship between the two 

investigations into simple bodies carried out in De Caelo and De Generatione et 

Corruptione.  

  

                                                             
1 See Solmsen 1960, 295; Berman 2018, 3, n. 6; Gill 2009, 145. 
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1. The Cosmological Background of the Investigation in De Caelo 

De Caelo is the main treatise upon which I will focus in this part of the dissertation. It 

marks a fresh start for Aristotle’s investigation into the science of nature. Compared to the 

Physics, in which only the fundamental aspects of natural science are considered, De Caelo 

develops and employs a totally new strategy.1 It is in De Caelo that the corporeal elements 

are designated as the simple bodies in the natural world. Though the aim of De Caelo is 

controversial, all inquiries conducted in the treatise, including the investigation into the 

simple bodies of the universe, serve as an explanation of the whole universe, and, therefore, 

are equipped with a cosmological character.  

It is remarkable that Aristotle’s investigation of simple bodies in De Caelo is conducted 

according to a cosmological method. This method, as I shall argue in this chapter, is for the 

sake of the completeness and systematicity of his investigation into simple bodies. More 

specifically, I argue that, only if Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies is conducted 

with a cosmological background, can he put forward a systematic investigation of an 

exhaustive list of the fundamental components of all possible physical things in the 

universe. Otherwise, if just a number of physical things were analysed, we would not be 

able to suppose that these samples contain all elements to be discerned. In this way, by 

sketching the cosmological background of Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies, this 

chapter lays a firm foundation for a complete and systematic inquiry into simple bodies. 

In this chapter, I shall first introduce the cosmological character of the investigation 

into simple bodies in De Caelo by pointing out the aim of this investigation. It is correct 

that this cosmological character is essential to the investigation into the simple bodies in 

De Caelo. Before examining this investigation per se, however, it is necessary to clarify 

what exactly the notion of universe which is to be analyzed means, and how this cosmic 

view is introduced. Thus, in the second section of this chapter, I shall elaborate the notion 

of the universe, and the way in which this notion is put forward. Insofar as the investigation 

contributes to a more ambitious inquiry into the whole universe, as I shall ultimately argue, 

it is possible to obtain an exhaustive list of the elements of which the whole universe is 

composed. This is the way in which the cosmological background contributes to the 

investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo. We shall see why this is necessary; for as I 

                                                             
1 Leggatt 1995, 10-11; Simplicius 2002, 20. 
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shall argue in this dissertation, owing to the fact that the completeness and the systematicity 

are vital to Aristotle’s overall inquiry into the simple bodies, my clarification of the 

cosmological background in Chapter 1 will serve as a proper starting point of his systematic 

investigations into simple bodies in both De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione.  

 

1.1 The subject matter of De Caelo 

Before stepping into my formal discussion of Aristotle’s investigation into simple 

bodies in De Caelo, I would like to highlight the significance of this investigation in this 

treatise. As I shall argue, mainly on the basis of Simplicius’ commentary on this treatise, 

Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies, which represent the constituents of the whole 

universe, is given pride of place in a treatise called On the Heavens [sc. De Caelo]. The 

fact that this investigation is conducted in a work on cosmology suggests that it is against 

a cosmological background and according to a cosmological method that such an 

investigation is conducted. 

The debate surrounding the subject matter of De Caelo can be traced back to ancient 

times. According to Simplicius’ report and commentary, commentators before him can be 

split into three camps.1 Alexander of Aphrodisias allocates the subject matter of De Caelo 

to both the whole universe and its simple bodies. Thus, the investigation into the heavenly 

elements and the sublunary elements are of equal or comparable significance. Iamblichus 

also agrees that Aristotle, in this treatise, concerns himself with the terrestrial elements and 

their powers, but in his opinion, the reason why terrestrial simple bodies are investigated is 

that they are governed by the superlunary world. It is not due to their intrinsic interest that 

the terrestrial simple bodies are investigated under the title On the Heavens [sc. De Caelo]. 

The status of the study of the terrestrial world is even further denigrated by Syrianus and 

his followers, according to whom it is for the sake of contributing to the study of the 

heavenly bodies that the sublunary bodies are investigated.  

Simplicius elaborates his own understanding on the basis of his critique of these views. 

Against Alexander, he points out that, since each of Aristotle’s treatises concerns a single 

subject, Aristotle will not address the whole universe and its fundamental components, 

                                                             
1 The ancient readings of the subject matter of De Caelo can be found in Simplicius 2002, 19-24. 
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which are two distinct, but related, subjects, in a single treatise. Moreover, according to 

Simplicius, even if the whole universe were the subject matter of De Caelo, Aristotle would 

not deal with everything about the universe in a single treatise, as Plato does in Timaeus. 

As Simplicius points out, in Plato’s Timaeus, “he treated both of the principles of natural 

objects, matter and form, motion and time, and of the general composition of the world, 

and gave a particular account both of the heavenly bodies and of those below the moon 

[…]”1 But it is obvious that the principles of natural objects are not investigated in De 

Caelo. This indicates that Aristotle has not considered different aspects of the universe in 

De Caelo alone. In this way, Simplicius makes his point loud and clear that we cannot agree 

with Alexander that De Caelo concerns both the whole universe and its fundamental 

components.  

With regard to the discussion of sublunary simple bodies, Simplicius gives three 

reasons for thinking that they are studied in their own right, rather than for the sake of the 

study of the heavenly bodies. Firstly, the exposition of sublunary simple bodies is 

substantially longer than the exposition of the heavenly simple bodies in this treatise. 

Secondly, having discussed the heavenly simple bodies in the first two books, Aristotle 

restates the prologue of De Caelo at the beginning of the third book and proceeds with his 

investigation into sublunary simple bodies, which indicates that the inquiries share the same 

subject. Moreover, at both 298b6-8 and in the prologue to the Meteorologia (338a20-25), 

where the structure of De Caelo is outlined, the investigation into the heavenly simple 

bodies and the investigation into the terrestrial simple bodies are treated as being on a par, 

rather than the one being subordinate to the other. Therefore, according to Simplicius, the 

subject of De Caelo is neither the whole universe nor solely the superlunary world, but all 

kinds of simple bodies, which represent the constituents of the whole universe.2 

The aim of this section is not to give a detailed account of the subject matter of De 

Caelo, as a whole. Though I agree with Simplicius’ view on this matter, my aim in quoting 

his report and commentary is to show that, in De Caelo, even if it is not the sole thesis of 

the treatise, it has been generally accepted by the scholarship that the investigation into 

simple bodies is given pride of place, and contributes to an inquiry into the whole universe. 

This is a crucial reminder that the investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo is conducted 

                                                             
1 Simplicius 2002, 21 
2 ibid, 21-22. 
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against a cosmological background from the outset. As we shall see, this investigation 

benefits greatly from its purpose of inquiring into the whole universe. Before stepping into 

a detailed discussion of the investigation itself, it is necessary to clarify what exactly the 

employed notion, viz., the universe, is, and in what way, according to Aristotle, we can 

make sense of this notion. In the next section, I shall exhibit how the notion of the universe, 

as the subject out of which the elements are analyzed, is introduced.  

 

1.2 The way in which the cosmological background is introduced 

The cosmological character of the investigation into the elements in De Caelo is salient. 

Even before the term ‘element’, or ‘simple body’, appears, a chapter length clarification of 

the notion of totality (τὸ πᾶν), or the universe,1 has already been presented to the reader. It 

seems to be a proper starting point from which the elements of the universe are to be 

analyzed and achieved. Nevertheless, if we, even in a rough way, read DC I.1, in which the 

notion of totality is introduced, it may be curious that a large part of this chapter concerns 

bodies, and, in particular, explaining why bodies are complete magnitudes. This may be 

surprising, but as I shall argue, because the notion of the universe is quite difficult for us 

human beings to grasp, it is necessary to provide us with a procedure through which the 

meaning of this notion can be comprehended. Through his discussion of the completeness 

of bodies, Aristotle gradually arrives at the notion of completeness and proceeds further to 

reveal what the real complete thing, i.e. the universe, is. No less important is that this 

procedure confirms the method outlined at the beginning of Physics I.1. It is through this 

procedure that the meaning of the notion of the totality is initially exposited. 

Before I enter into my formal discussion in this section, I would like to point out that 

it is for the sake of a forthcoming investigation of simple bodies that the notions of body 

and totality are considered in § 1.2. This motivation makes my discussion in this section 

clearly different from a series of works on Aristotle’s concept of body. For example, in 

Pfeiffer’s new book Aristotle’s Theory of Bodies, he has made a great contribution to our 

understanding of the notion of body in Aristotle’s natural philosophy. But as the author 

himself admits, “it is not a study of the elements, living beings, or generally physical 

                                                             
1 Since the universe is the most complete thing and contains everything, it is also called the totality 
(τὸ πᾶν) in the Corpus Aristotelicum, e.g. 268a11.  
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substances. It is […] a study of what belongs to them insofar as they are all bodies.”1 In 

this way, the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s natural philosophy is untouched in 

Pfeiffer’s treatment. In contrast with Pfeiffer’s account, however, what I am going to do 

(in this section) is set out the cosmological background against which the fundamental 

constituents of the totality are investigated. This is an important part of my interpretation 

of Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies. Now I shall turn to the explaination of how 

the notions of body and totality are introduced in DC I.1.  

1.2.1 From the complete magnitude to the totality 

Having introduced the subject matter of the science of nature, namely “bodies and 

magnitudes, and their properties and changes, and all the principles of this kind of 

substance”,2 Aristotle proceeds to explain what a body is. He says: 

Now a continuum is that which is divisible into parts always capable of subdivision, 
and a body is that which is every way divisible. A magnitude if divisible one way is a 
line, if two ways a surface, and if three a body. (268a6-8)3 

In this passage, Aristotle maintains that every magnitude is a continuum. Due to being 

infinitely divisible, things are continuous. Magnitudes can be divided in various dimensions. 

On account of the ways in which they are divisible, they fall into three kinds: line, surface 

and body. Body is the kind of continuous magnitude that is divisible in all three dimensions. 

In other words, what makes bodies different from other kinds of magnitudes is that they 

are continuous in three dimensions, or determined by the number ‘three’.4  

Threeness not only differentiates bodies from lines and surfaces, but also renders them 

the most complete magnitudes.5 According to the customs of the day, i.e. Pythagorean 

                                                             
1 Pfeiffer 2018, 11. Cf. Studtmann 2002. 
2 DC I.1, 268a1-4: Ἡ περὶ φύσεως ἐπιστήµη σχεδὸν ἡ πλείστη φαίνεται περί τε σώµατα καὶ µεγέθη 
καὶ τὰ τούτων οὖσα πάθη καὶ τὰς κινήσεις, ἔτι δὲ περὶ τὰς ἀρχάς, ὅσαι τῆς τοιαύτης οὐσίας εἰσίν.  
  This passage may be involved in the ‘body problem’ as Studtmann claimed. More specifically, 
according to his reading, body is argued to be both a quantity and a substance in Aristotle’s 
philosophy. See Studtmann 2002, 211-234. If this is the case, then in this passage above, τοιαύτης 
should refer to σώµατα, as Pfeiffer claims. See Pfeiffer 2018, 78. Therefore, Aristotle here attributes 
bodies to substance while later in the following passage they are described as quantities. However, as I 
shall argue later, the bodies and magnitudes here refer to natural bodies or bodies and magnitudes that 
have a principle of movement. 
3 Συνεχὲς µὲν οὖν ἐστι τὸ διαιρετὸν εἰς ἀεὶ διαιρετά, σῶµα δὲ τὸ πάντῃ διαιρετόν. Μεγέθους δὲ τὸ µὲν 
ἐφ' ἓν γραµµή, τὸ δ' ἐπὶ δύο ἐπίπεδον, τὸ δ' ἐπὶ τρία σῶµα· 
4 DC I.1, 268a11: τοῖς τρισὶν ὥρισται.  
5 DC I.1, 268a22-23: τὸ σῶµα µόνον ἂν εἴη τῶν µεγεθῶν τέλειον. 
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rituals and daily linguistic usage, Aristotle proposes that ‘three’ is equivalent to all.1 Since 

a magnitude can, at most, extend in three dimensions, and no further dimensions are 

thinkable, according to his knowledge of geometry,2 bodies possess the completeness 

which other types of magnitudes lack. Since there are no more than three dimensions for 

magnitude, even if the aggregation of lines generates a surface, and the aggregation of 

surfaces generates a body, it still cannot be the case that the totality, or the universe, which 

consists of all individual bodies has more than three dimensions.3 In this way, Aristotle 

identifies three dimensions with completeness, and further relates bodies to the universe, 

for both the universe and bodies are, to some extent, complete, though the universe is 

complete in an absolute way while bodies are complete only with respect to dimensionality. 

Furthermore, by comparing the whole universe with particular bodies in the universe, 

Aristotle explicates the sense in which particular bodies are incomplete, and, thus, 

highlights the absolute completeness of the universe. He says: 

But each is determined relatively to that part which is next to it by contact, for which 
reason each of them is in a sense many. (268b7-8) 

According to Simplicius, in this passage Aristotle distinguishes body as the complete 

magnitude from the totality by “saying that of bodies on the one hand some are parts and 

have retained the form of a part, while on the other hand there is also the whole of which 

these are parts”. 4  In other words, even though bodies possess the character of 

completeness in dimensionality, each of them is still in the universe and one of many parts 

of the universe. Insofar as these bodies are parts, they are not a whole which consists of 

these parts. Therefore, the whole, or the totality of everything, possesses the maximum 

extent of completeness. It is by appealing to the notion of completeness that the most 

complete thing, viz. the whole universe, which is complete both in dimensionality and in 

                                                             
1 DC I.1, 268a9-10: τὸ τὰ τρία πάντα εἶναι καὶ τὸ τρὶς πάντῃ; a23-24, µόνον γὰρ ὥρισται τοῖς τρισίν, 
τοῦτο δ' ἐστὶ πᾶν. 
2 On the development of our knowledge concerning multidimensionality, see Cajori 1926, 397-406. 
3 See DC I.1, 268a28-b5. It is still controversial whether in this passage Aristotle commits himself to 
a transition from a lower-dimensional magnitude to a higher-dimensional magnitude. See Leggatt 
1995, 174. 
4 Simplicius 2002, 29. This is correct, but neglects the question of the sense in which limitation by 
contact can make a body many and incomplete. In his interpretation of this passage, Leggatt refers to 
Physics VI.1, 231b2 and claims that in the present lines, what is in contact are parts of the things that 
are in contact. Hence, a body has as many parts as its neighbouring bodies that are in contact with it. 
See Leggatt 1995, 175. However, if it is because of having parts that a body is incomplete and is 
many, then for the same reason, the totality would be incomplete and would be many as well, for all 
things in the universe are parts of the totality. 
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integrity, is introduced and becomes an object of consideration.  

    The introduction of the totality lays a stable foundation for the further investigation 

into the corporeal elements. It is on the basis of an analysis of the universe that the elements 

are differentiated and the exhaustive list of the cosmic elements is provided. However, 

instead of proceeding to a formal investigation into Aristotle’s doctrine of the elements, I 

propose to attend to a consideration of why this introduction of the totality has to start from 

a clarification of the definition of body and magnitude. As we shall see, the reasons for this 

arrangement are rooted in his general method for natural inquiries. By explicating these 

reasons, I will establish how Aristotle advances from his general method to the first move 

in his investigation into elements. 

1.2.2 An application of the general method of natural philosophy 

Aristotle’s procedure here of introducing the concept of the totality is deliberate. It 

corresponds to the general method of inquiry for physical investigations. In Physics I.1, 

having introduced the objects of his natural philosophy, Aristotle spells out the appropriate 

method of inquiry:   

The natural way of doing this [sc. to determine what relates to the principles of natural 
science] is to start from the things which are more knowable and clear to us and proceed 
towards those which are clearer and more knowable by nature. (184a16-17)1  

The passage above mirrors another passage in Posterior Analytics I.2, where Aristotle 

also emphasizes that an investigation into nature should start from what is more knowable 

and clearer to us, and proceed to what is clearer by nature. He says: 

Things are prior and more familiar in two ways; for it is not the same to be prior by 
nature and prior in relation to us, nor to be more familiar and more familiar to us. I call 
prior and more familiar in relation to us what is nearer to perception, prior and more 
familiar simpliciter what is further away. (71b34-a4) 2  

Aristotle is more expansive in the passage just quoted. Here he explicitly identifies what is 

more knowable and clear to us with “what is closer to sense perception”, and what is clearer 

and more knowable by nature with “what is further away” from our sense perception. If we 

realize that bodies are that which is closer to our sense perception, while the totality is that 

which is further away, as we shall see immediately, both of these identifications will 
                                                             
1 Cf. Metaphysics α, 993b4-11, Metaphysics Z, 1029a34-b13. 
2 Cf. Topica VI.4, 141b5-14. 
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contribute to our understanding of the necessity of starting from a formulation of ‘body and 

magnitude’ in the introduction of the totality in DC I.1.  

According to the method recommended, even though DC I.1 aims to render the totality 

as the thing that possesses absolute completeness, it is still necessary for Aristotle to spend 

the majority of this chapter talking about bodies, and, in particular, clarifying why bodies 

are the most complete magnitudes. This is because natural investigations should start from 

investigating that which is knowable to us and closer to our sense perception. In terms of 

being the most conspicuous thing to our sense perception, bodies are such things, or 

properly speaking, are aspects of such things. It is through our contact with bodies that our 

sense organs are stimulated and generate sense perceptions.1 If a thing does not have a 

body, it cannot be an object of our sense perception at all. Therefore, to the extent that a 

thing is perceptible, we realize that that thing must have a body. It is in this sense that 

possessing bodies is the most conspicuous character of a physical thing to our sense 

perception. 

 On the contrary, the totality, understood as the ultimate completeness, which is 

introduced in DC I.1, is far beyond our sense perception. None of our sense organs has the 

ability to perceive the universe as a whole. Therefore, since only what is near to our sense 

perception is that which is more knowable and clearer to us, the totality must conversely 

belong to that which is much too difficult for men’s understanding to start with. In order to 

introduce the notion of totality into the system, we must begin by considering something 

nearer to our sense perception. Not all aspects of the totality are far from our sensation. 

Insofar as being that which is more knowable and clearer to us, the aspect of having a body 

is the sort of thing we should start with. It may be objected that having a body is not what 

defines the universe, because, even if the universe, which consists of all bodies, has a body, 

it is not because it has a body that the universe is a universe; it is, rather, because it is the 

totality of things. However, as we have seen in the previous section, by analysing bodies, 

one of the most defining characteristics of the totality is revealed, namely its completeness. 

In this way, the delineation of the notion of body, though lengthy in DC I.1, provides us 

with a chance to approach an understanding of the totality. It is by means of considering a 

                                                             
1 A general discussion can be found in Byrne 2018, 11. He argues: “all perception, he [sc. Aristotle] 
argues, requires contact between the object perceived and a sense organ, whether directly or through 
intermediate bodies”. 
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particular aspect of the totality, namely having a body, which is more knowable and clearer 

to us, that we gradually focus on the totality itself, and get an impression of its absolute 

completeness; and it is in virtue of this that the notion of the totality is fundamentally 

defined.  

The notion of the totality, or the universe, is introduced in accordance with the general 

method set out in the preamble of the Physics. Up to now, even though we hardly know 

anything more about the notion of the universe than that it is complete, the introduction of 

this notion, as we shall see, still underpins the further investigation into simple bodies with 

a cosmological background. In the next section, I shall explain the way in which this cosmic 

view contributes to the investigation into simple bodies. 

 

1.3 The significance of the cosmic view  

Having pointed out that the investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo is part of an 

inquiry into the universe, and how the cosmological background of this investigation is 

underpinned, I am now in a position to consider why Aristotle feels obliged to investigate 

simple bodies from a cosmic point of view.  

First, Aristotle’s predecessors were notoriously at loggerheads over the question of 

what exactly the most fundamental components of the universe are, especially those which 

are subjects to generation and corruption, if indeed we suppose that there are such changes; 

or as Aristotle himself puts it, “earlier seekers after truth have differed from one another.”1 

Since Aristotle is a philosopher with a strong sense of the history and tradition of 

philosophy, it is natural for him to conduct his own inquiry into the basic constituents of 

the universe as a response to the “earlier seekers”.  

Furthermore, it is necessary for Aristotle to conduct his investigation into the number 

of simple bodies from a cosmic point of view. More specifically, for the sake of having in 

view all possible elements to be investigated, the objects that the elements compose need 

to be analysed. The objects of this analysis, however, should not be merely a number of 

physical things, since we cannot simply suppose that these samples, as it were by a stroke 

                                                             
1 DC III.1, 298b14. 
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of good fortune, contain all the elements. In order to avoid the situation in which some of 

the elements remain undiscovered because of a limited sample, the only solution is to 

consider all possible physical things. Since all possible physical things, or the totality of 

physical things, is precicely the universe, when the elements are investigated, it is the whole 

universe, rather than some part, or parts, of it, that must be analyzed. In other words, only 

if the whole universe, or the totality, is investigated, can we be confident that an exhaustive 

list of the elements of all possible natural bodies has been achieved. Therefore, it is 

necessary for an investigation into the elements to take a cosmic view. This is precisely 

what Aristotle does in the De Caelo. 

It is reasonable to worry that a cosmological approach would lead to a denigration of 

the investigation into simple bodies in De Caelo; for, given the cosmological perspective, 

the investigation would be for the sake of the universe, rather than for the sake of the simple 

bodies themselves. Nevertheless, as I have been at pains to show, the cosmological scheme, 

instead of being a limitation, rather makes it possible for Aristotle to produce an exhaustive 

list of the simple bodies that compose all possible natural things. Owing to the cosmological 

background against which the investigation is conducted, Aristotle eventually obtains an 

exhaustive list of the most fundamental components of the whole universe. This is what 

this investigation owes to the cosmological background. It is for this reason that the notion 

of the totality is set down as a firm foundation on which the investigation into simple bodies 

can be conducted. 

Beginning in the next section, I will turn to Aristotle’s characterisation of simple 

bodies itself. First, in Chapter 2, I shall examine the way in which the differentiation of 

simple bodies contributes to the explanation of locomotion. Then, in Chapters 3 and 4, I 

shall determine the complete list of the simple bodies on the basis of Aristotle’s 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo. 
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2. Simple Bodies as Corporeal Elements 

According to what has been revealed in §1.2.1, the universe, up to now, is a three-

dimensional totality of all possible things, its components, and the nature of those 

components, however, remain unknown. Because of this, an investigation into the primary 

components, or the simple bodies, of the universe is immediately undertaken. It begins in 

DC I.2, which follows closely on from the introduction of the totality in DC I.1, with the 

aim of inquiring into the universe. In this chapter, I shall mainly consider the question of 

why Aristotle thinks it is necessary to regard some of the natural bodies, viz., simple bodies, 

as the components of other natural bodies.  

The thesis of this chapter is that, in DC I.2, not only the differentiation but also the 

introduction of simple bodies is achieved entirely by distinguishing simple motions. This 

contradicts two traditional views in the literature. First, some critics hold that Aristotle uses 

the differentiation of simple magnitudes to differentiate simple motions and, thereby, 

simple bodies. Secondly, some critics take the view that the existence of simple bodies has 

already been committed to by Aristotle independently of the notion of simple motions. In 

opposition to the first view, I argue that, in DC I.2, simple bodies are differentiated in terms 

of the differentiation of simple motions, rather than the differentiation of simple 

magnitudes; simple magnitudes only provide the materials for describing the simple 

motions of simple bodies. In opposition to the second view, I argue that Aristotle’s 

commitment to the existence of simple bodies is based entirely on the role that simple 

motions play in his explanation of the complexity and variety of all possible locomotion. 

As I shall spell out in this chapter, since simple motions are those which would successfully 

account for all the variety of locomotions, and each of the simple bodies is identified as a 

proper subject of a simple motion, the existence of simple bodies contributes significantly 

to an understanding of the complexity and variety of all possible locomotion in the world. 

On the basis of these new observations of Aristotle’s arguments in DC I.2, I am in the 

position to argue that Aristotle’s aim in the chapter is to provide an explanatory account of 

all possible locomotion.  

This thesis that simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of all possible 

locomotion is, I believe, new. Indeed, to my knowledge, none of the existing interpretations 

of this passage come close to recognizing what Aristotle is doing here. According to my 
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interpretation, the point of Aristotle’s arguments in DC I.2 is (1) to introduce the notion of 

simple motions in terms of an analysis of all possible locomotion, rather than the distinction 

of simple magnitudes; (2) to use the notion of simple motion to introduce the notion of 

simple bodies; and (3) to provide an explanatory account of all possible locomotion. It is 

this explanatory project that explains why Aristotle identifies simple bodies in this 

important chapter with the fundamental components of the universe. This is what matters 

in Aristotle, and it is what ought to matter, principally and primarily, to us for our 

understanding of Aristotle and his argument here. Only if we recognize the gist of 

Aristotle’s argument in DC I.2 can we properly consider the question of how, and how 

completely, Aristotle uses the differentiation of simple motions to differentiate simple 

bodies, and thereby assess the different accounts in the literature in response to this question. 

In order to spell out the way in which simple bodies contribute to an explanation of 

the complexity and variety of all possible locomotion, in the first section of this chapter, I 

shall begin by spelling out the way in which simple motions contribute to explaining the 

complexity and variety of locomotion. Then, in §2.2, by explaining why it is the case that 

each of the types of simple motions, as the fundamental factors to which all possible natural 

motions are reduced, must be assigned to one and just one type of simple body, I shall come 

to the specification of the way in which the notion of a  simple body contributes to an 

explanatory account of the locomotion of all possible physical things. Finally, in §2.3, I 

shall consider and argue against traditional interpretations of DC I.2. 

 

2.1 Simple bodies and the differentiation of simple motions 

In this section, I shall examine the role that simple bodies play in explaining the 

complexity and variety of the locomotion of all possible physical things by examining the 

way in which the notion of a simple body is developed in DC I.2. This notion, which is 

identified with the fundamental components of the universe, is introduced in the first 

section of this chapter. It is in this section that Aristotle, for the first time in De Caelo, 

asserts that the universe is composed of simple bodies, and reveals the way in which they 

are recognised on the basis of the differentiation of simple motions. For convenience of 

discussion, I quote the entire passage below: 
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[1] We will now speak of those parts of the whole which are specifically distinct. Let 

us take this as our starting-point. For (γὰρ) all natural bodies and magnitudes we hold 

to be, as such, capable of locomotion; for nature, we say, is their principle of movement. 

[2] But all movement that is in place, all locomotion, as we term it, is either straight or 

circular or a combination of these two which are the only simple movements. [3] And 

the reason (αἴτιον) is that these two, the straight and the circular line, are the only simple 

magnitudes. [4] Now revolution about the centre is circular motion, while the upward 

and downward movements are in a straight line, ‘upward’ meaning motion away from 

the centre, and ‘downward’ motion towards it. [5] All simple motion, then, must be 

motion either away from or towards or about the centre. [6] This seems to be in exact 

accord with what we said above: as body found its completion in three dimensions, so 

its movement completes itself in three forms.  

[7] Bodies are either simple or compounded of such; and by simple bodies I mean those 

which possess a principle of movement in their own nature, such as fire and earth with 

their kinds, and whatever is akin to them. [8] Necessarily, then, movements also will 

be either simple or in some sort compound—simple in the case of the simple bodies, 

compound in that of the composite—and the motion is according to the prevailing 

element. (268b13-b29)1 

At the beginning of [1], Aristotle specifies that the task of DC I.2 is to speak of the 

specific parts of the universe. The preposition ‘for’ (γὰρ) in [1] suggests that the topic being 

discussed, i.e. the locomotion of things which have a nature, will somehow contribute to 

the overall thesis of this chapter. In other words, it is through an examination of the 

locomotion of ‘all natural bodies and magnitudes’ that the differentiation and the 

characterization of the basic constituents of the universe, namely, the simple bodies, will 

                                                             
1 Πάντα γὰρ τὰ φυσικὰ σώµατα καὶ µεγέθη καθ' αὑτὰ κινητὰ λέγοµεν εἶναι κατὰ τόπον· τὴν γὰρ 
φύσιν κινήσεως ἀρχὴν εἶναί φαµεν αὐτοῖς. Πᾶσα δὲ κίνησις ὅση κατὰ τόπον, ἣν καλοῦµεν φοράν, ἢ 
εὐθεῖα ἢ κύκλῳ ἢ ἐκ τούτων µικτή· ἁπλαῖ γὰρ αὗται δύο µόναι. Αἴτιον δ' ὅτι καὶ τὰ µεγέθη ταῦτα 
ἁπλᾶ µόνον, ἥ τ' εὐθεῖα καὶ ἡ περιφερής. Κύκλῳ µὲν οὖν ἐστιν ἡ περὶ τὸ µέσον, εὐθεῖα δ' ἡ ἄνω καὶ 
κάτω. Λέγω δ' ἄνω µὲν τὴν ἀπὸ τοῦ µέσου, κάτω δὲ τὴν ἐπὶ τὸ µέσον. Ὥστ' ἀνάγκη πᾶσαν εἶναι τὴν 
ἁπλῆν φορὰν τὴν µὲν ἀπὸ τοῦ µέσου, τὴν δ' ἐπὶ τὸ µέσον, τὴν δὲ περὶ τὸ µέσον. Καὶ ἔοικεν 
ἠκολουθηκέναι κατὰ λόγον τοῦτο τοῖς ἐξ ἀρχῆς· τό τε γὰρ σῶµα ἀπετελέσθη ἐν τρισὶ καὶ ἡ κίνησις 
αὐτοῦ.  
  Ἐπεὶ δὲ τῶν σωµάτων τὰ µέν ἐστιν ἁπλᾶ τὰ δὲ σύνθετα ἐκ τούτων (λέγω δ' ἁπλᾶ µὲν ὅσα κινήσεως 
ἀρχὴν ἔχει κατὰ φύσιν, οἷον πῦρ καὶ γῆν καὶ τὰ τούτων εἴδη καὶ τὰ συγγενῆ τούτοις), ἀνάγκη καὶ τὰς 
κινήσεις εἶναι τὰς µὲν ἁπλᾶς τὰς δὲ µικτάς πως, καὶ τῶν µὲν ἁπλῶν ἁπλᾶς, µικτὰς δὲ τῶν συνθέτων, 
κινεῖσθαι δὲ κατὰ τὸ ἐπικρατοῦν. 
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be finally introduced in [7] and [8]. In [7], Aristotle sets out that simple bodies ‘possess a 

principle of movement in their own nature’. In [8], he immediately assigns simple motions 

to simple bodies. Now what we need to consider is the question of how exactly Aristotle 

arrives at the provisional conclusion in [7] and [8] from his examination of locomotion in 

[1] through [6].  

It seems clear that, according to the passage from [2] to [8], the notion of simple a 

body is introduced on the basis of a differentiation among simple motions. More 

specifically, it is by attributing each type of simple motion to the nature of one and only 

one type of simple body that the notion of a simple body is characterized. Since the 

differentiation and the characterization of simple bodies are conducted on the basis of an 

investigation into simple motions, it is of great significance to clarify why the simple 

motions are simple, and how they are differentiated from one another. This is the task of 

the first part of this chapter. In this part I shall argue that it is in terms of an analysis of all 

possible locomotion, in all its complexity and variety, that the simplicity of simple motions 

and the reason why all possible movements can be reduced to simple motions are explained. 

From this analysis, the way in which simple motions serve as the contributing factors in 

explaining the complexity and variety of all possible locomotion is recognised.  

 

2.1.1 The simplicity of simple motions cannot be explained geometrically  

In their explanations of simple motions, commentators tend to appeal to the 

geometrical figures that simple motions trace as they move. According to this interpretation, 

it is because of tracing certain geometrical figures that some motions are simple. It seems 

that this interpretation is not without textual evidence. In [3], ‘the reason (αἴτιον)’ provided 

is apparently connected with the clause of [2], i.e., ‘which [sc. straight and circular 

locomotion] are the only simple movements’. This connection, according to these 

commentators, suggests that the simple magnitudes explain the fact that simple motions are 

either rectilinear or circular.1 For this reason, in his commentary on the passage quoted 

                                                             
1 I agree that simple magnitudes have some explanatory power in explaining the simplicity of simple 
motions, but, as I shall argue in the following section, it is not because of the existence of simple 
magnitudes that there are correspondingly some types of simple motions. I argue that the explanatory 
power of simple magnitudes, as the differentiation of simple motions, is derived from an analysis of the 
complexity and variety of all possible locomotion. 
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above, Leggatt claims that it is because the characters of some motions are straight lines or 

circles, which are the only two sorts of simple magnitudes in geometry, that these motions 

are simple motions.1 This geometrical explanation of the simplicity of simple motion can 

be traced back as far as Xenarchus of Seleucia, who similarly holds that the simplicity of 

simple motions can be explained in terms of the simplicity of the characters of the simple 

motions in geometry. In his view, however, there is, in addition to the circle and the straight 

line, a third type of simple magnitude, viz. the helix, which is drawn on a cylinder. On the 

basis of this understanding of the simplicity of simple motions, Xenarchus complains that, 

contrary to Aristotle’s view, more than three types of simple bodies should be recognized.2 

The problem with this geometrical explanation is that, even though it is correct 

according to [3] that the simple motions to which all locomotion can be reduced are either 

straight or circular, it does not follow that any motion that is straight or circular is a simple 

motion. Moreover, the next sentence [4] clearly shows that, should there be a motion that 

moves in a circle or a straight line, as long as it does not either move straight away from 

the centre of the universe, or straight towards the centre of the universe, or just around the 

centre of the universe, it is not a simple motion.3 Thus, it is clear that the geometrical 

simplicity of the characters of simple motions cannot explain why there are only three types 

of simple motions.4 Rather, simple motions are differentiated on account of their specific 
                                                             
1 Leggatt 1995, 176 and 185. As I will show in this section, it is true that the character of a circular 
motion at issue is a circle, but not all locomotion the character of which is a circle is a circular motion. 
Strictly speaking, according to Aristotle, it is only when the centre of the figure over which a body 
moves is exactly the centre of the universe that the locomotion with which the body moves is a circular 
motion. Leggatt attempts to interpret this passage by attributing the simplicity of the simple motions to 
the simplicity of the corresponding geometrical magnitudes along which simple motions move, and he 
soon encounters difficulties in understanding Aristotle’s argument in the opening of DC I.4 where he 
explicitly denies this interpretation. In his commentary on DC I.4, 270b33-27, Leggatt says: “Since 
Aristotle does not reject the claim that straight and curved lines are contrary, then his basic strategy – 
runs counter to that of chapter 2, where the simplicity of rectilinear and circular locomotion was due to 
the respective magnitudes.” 
2 Simplicius 2002, 32; see also in Leggatt 1995, 177. 
3 As Alexander correctly points put, the motion of a wheel is not a simple circular motion, for any part 
of the wheel which revolves around the centre of the wheel moves up and down relative to the centre of 
the universe. See Alexander, ap. Simplicius 15.2-13. Cf. Hankinson 2009, 87-88. Besides, if the 
geometrical explanation were correct, the rectilinear motion from north celestial pole to the south 
celestial pole would be a simple motion, but in fact, according to Aristotle’s description in [4], it is a 
complex of the upward simple motion and the downward simple motion.  
It is true indeed that, in [4], Aristotle does not explicitly call the motion straight towards the center, 
straight away from the center, and around the center, “simple motions”. But in [5], Aristotle immediately 
adopts the notion of simple motion in describing these three types of motions. 
4 The reader may notice that, in [2] from the quoted sentence, Aristotle mentions the number of simple 
motions as being just two, rather than three. According to my reading, this is just a provisional assertion. 
I prefer to hold that there are in fact three types of simple motions, as Aristotle finally confirms in [6]. 
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relationships among the natural bodies in motion and the centre of the universe.  

In responding to Xenarchus’ criticism of Aristotle’s differentiation of simple motions, 

Alexander points out that ‘Aristotle did not consider the simple magnitudes to be 

productive causes of the motions.’1 More specifically, even though the simple magnitudes 

contribute to a demarcation of the characters of simple bodies, according to Alexander, it 

is not because of the existence of simple magnitudes that simple bodies move in their 

specific ways. In this, I agree with Alexander. But, then, Alexander immediately declares 

that it is not the case that every one of the simple magnitudes necessarily has its 

corresponding simple motion.2 This means that simple magnitudes cannot explain why 

simple motions are either rectilinear or circular or any other magnitude (if there is one). 

This is far removed from what Aristotle suggests in [3]. On Alexander’s interpretation, it 

remains unexplained in what sense Aristotle connects the distinction of the two types of 

simple magnitudes with ‘the reason’ for the differentiation of simple motions in [3]. 

It seems to me that the reason why Leggatt, Xenarchus, and Alexander fail to provide 

a satisfactory explanation of the simplicity of simple motions is that they all have neglected 

the fact that, before simple motions are related to the notion of simple magnitude in [3], 

they have already been characterized as the constituents of complex motions in [2].3 In 

                                                             

If we take that there are primarily two types of simple motions, then we have to admit that the 
differentiation of these two types of simple motions, namely the rectilinear simple motions and the 
circular simple motions, are substantially distinct from the subdivision of the two sorts of rectilinear 
simple motions. The distinction between rectilinear simple motion and circular simple motion is 
conducted on the basis of a geometrical belief that there are only two types of simple magnitudes. But 
the criterion cannot apply to the further distinction between the straight upward simple motion and the 
straight downward simple motion, since the geometrical view cannot explain why it is the case that only 
these two sorts of rectilinear simple motions are simple, while other rectilinear motions, say a rectilinear 
motion beside the centre of the universe, are not. Even if this asymmetry problem is put aside, it is still 
difficult to explain the subdivision of rectilinear simple motions into these two groups. According to my 
interpretation, however, the differentiation and the simplicity of simple motions can be explained by the 
same criterion. As we shall see, it is through an analysis of all possible locomotion, in all its complexity 
and variety, that the simplicity of simple motions and the reason why all possible movements can be 
reduced to these three types of simple motions are explained. 
1 Simplicius 2002, 32. 
2 Ibid. “For it is not the case, if a simple body moves with a simple motion along a simple line, that it 
immediately follows that a simple natural body will move with a simple motion along every simple line, 
which is what Xenarchus assumes. For Aristotle did not suppose this.” 
3 See DC I.2, 268b17-19, πᾶσα δὲ κίνησις ὅση κατὰ τόπον, ἣν καλοῦµεν φοράν, ἢ εὐθεῖα ἢ κύκλῳ ἢ 
ἐκ τούτων µικτή· ἁπλαῖ γὰρ αὗται δύο µόναι. As I shall show at the end of this section, this marks a 
significant distinction between the characterization of the simple motions and the characterization of 
simple bodies. At the very beginning, simple bodies are characterized as groups of natural bodies 
which move with simple motions, while simple motions are characterized in relation to the motions 
which they compose. 
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other words, before the simple motions are related to the simple magnitudes, they have 

already been identified with the fundamental components to which all possible motions are 

reduced. This means that simple motions are defined as the constituents of complex 

motions, and this in turn shows that the simplicity of simple motions is precisely their 

capacity to compose more complex motions. Therefore, if we want to understand 

Aristotle’s argument here, we must understand how he intends to derive the commitment 

to the existence of simple motions, as they are defined, from an analysis of simple motions 

as the fundamental factors to which all possible motions can be reduced. Since Aristotle 

does not spell this out, the analysis through which complex motions are reduced by 

Aristotle to certain simple motions has to be reconstructed. Now I am in a position to 

reconstruct the analysis of locomotion from which the three types of simple motions in [4] 

are recognized as the basic components of all possible locomotion, so as to explain the 

simplicity of simple motions. 

 

2.1.2 Simple motions as the explanatory factors of the complexity of locomotion 

It is true that, in the quoted passage, the way in which simple motions are distinguished 

is less than clear, but the distinction between three types of simple motions in terms of their 

relations to the centre of the universe in [5] provides us with a clue. In light of the 

conclusive description in [4], where simple motions are differentiated on the basis of their 

relations to the centre of the universe, we are encouraged to assign all possible locomotion 

to different groups in a similar way. 

With respect to the relation between a motion and the centre of the universe, there are, 

overall, four possibilities. The distance between a moving body and the centre of the 

universe can either be constant, decreasing, increasing, or randomly changing. When the 

distance is randomly changing, it may sometimes be smaller, sometimes larger, and 

possibly sometimes stay unchanged. Corresponding to these four cases, a moving body can 

either (1) revolve around the centre, or (2) approach the centre, or (3) move away from the 

centre, or (4) a combination of the first three cases.1 In this fourth case, the process of 

motion can be analysed into different phases in which the body moves either towards the 

                                                             
1 See also Physics VIII.8, 261b28-29, and VIII.9, 265a13-15.  
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centre, away from the centre, or around the centre. In the sense that the fourth case can be 

identified as a combination of the first three cases, the motions in the first three cases are 

more fundamental than those in the last case. In order to pick out the simplest and most 

elemental types of movements among all the possibilities, we only need to consider the 

first three cases. 

In the first case, since the distance of the moving body from the centre of the universe 

is constant, the moving body must be revolving around the centre. In accordance with 

revolution, the character of the moving body is a circle, and the centre of the universe is 

coincident with the centre of the circle. This is a relatively simple case, whereas the next 

two cases are more complex.  

Both the second case and the third case raise two additional possibilities. In the second 

case, even though a moving body approaches the centre of the universe and the distance of 

the moving body from the centre of the universe continuously shortens, the distance to the 

centre can either (2a) decrease radically, or (2b) decrease gradually. In other words, it can 

either move straight towards the centre (see Diagram 1), or gradually, and indirectly, 

towards the centre (see Diagram 2 and Diagram 3). Similarly, in the third case, while 

moving away from the centre constantly, the distance of a moving body from the centre 

can either (3a) increase radically, or (3b) increase in a gradual way. If the distance of a 

moving body from the centre decreases or increases radically, then it moves straight 

towards or straight away from the centre. In these two cases, namely, 2a and 3a, the 

characters are straight lines; on the other hand, if the distance decreases or increases 

gradually (2b and 3b), then the character of the moving body would be a curved line.  

  

According to Aristotle, both (2b) and (3b) can be analysed into two distinct motions, 

namely, the motion straight towards the centre (2a) and the motion straight away from the 
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centre (3a). In explaining why hair does not grow straight and appears to be curly, he says: 

For it is twisted as being carried with a double motion: the earthy part tending 

downwards and the hot upwards. (Generation of Animals, V.3, 782b21-22)1 

In this passage, Aristotle explicitly explains the growth of hair in the motion of a curve in 

terms of two opposite movements, i.e., downwards and upwards. This description of the 

two elemental motions echoes what he has explicitly put forward in [4] of 268b17-24, 

where the upward motion is identified with the motion away from the centre (3a), and the 

downward motion with the motion towards the centre (2a). In light of this account, both 

the movements, shown in Diagram 2 and Diagram 3, or their contrary motions, can in effect 

be identified with a combination of the two straight motions.2 If a body just moves with 

one of the two straight motions, its motion must be straight. But as long as this motion is 

resisted by the tendency of moving towards the opposite direction, it can no longer move 

directly towards the original destination, but moves in an indirect way and follows a curve.3 

From what has been considered, it immediately follows that, in the sense that all 

possible locomotion that falls into the second and the third cases is either straight upward 

motion, or straight downward motion, or a combination of these two straight motions, these 

two straight motions are the simple motions into which all motions, which are either 

towards the centre of the universe or away from the centre, can be analysed. Furthermore, 

as we have shown, the motions of the fourth case are combinations of those of the first 

three cases; and the two straight motions, either towards the centre or away from the centre, 

along with the circular motion around the centre, are the elemental motions to which all 

possible motions in the first three cases can be reduced. All possible motion, in all its 

complexity and variety, can be analysed into these three simple motions.4  

Now, I am at the position to draw a clear distinction between my interpretation and the 

                                                             
1 κάµπτεται γὰρ διὰ τὸ δύο φέρεσθαι φοράς· τὸ µὲν γὰρ γεῶδες κάτω τὸ δὲ θερµὸν ἄνω φέρεται. 
2 It is remarkable that in Aristotle’s explanation of the formation of curly hair, circular motion is not a 
factor. The reason for this is that the body, which can and can only move with a circular motion, 
cannot be supposed to exist in the field that is composed of the other types of simple bodies. This will 
be explained fully in Chapter 3.   
3 It is notable that this analysis and the quoted passage from Generation of Animals are just qualitative 
analyses: in it Aristotle is not bothered to consider the way in which the combination of some simple 
motions would result in a certain complex motion. 
4 Hankinson (2009, 85) claims that ‘it is doubtful’ whether Aristotle suggests ‘that every conceivable 
motion can be represented as some combination of straight and circular components’ in this chapter.  
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traditional ones that have been put forward by Xenarchus, Alexander, and Leggatt. As I 

have pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, all that these interpretations are concerned 

with is how, and how completely, Aristotle uses the differentiation of simple magnitudes 

to differentiate simple bodies (Xenarchus and Leggatt think he does so in a complete way, 

but Alexander denies this). According to my interpretation, however, this is not what 

Aristotle has done in DC I.2, since it is clear that not all motions whose characters are 

simple magnitudes are simple motions. For example, the rectilinear motion from north 

celestial pole to the south celestial pole, though moving in a straight line, is not a simple 

motion, but a combination of two simple motions. As Aristotle makes clear in [4] and [5], 

only if a motion moves straight away from the centre of the universe, or straight towards 

the centre of the universe, or just around the centre of the universe, is it a simple motion.  

In opposition to Xenarchus and Leggatt’s interpretations, I propose an alternative 

interpretation on account of which the simplicity of simple motions can be satisfactorily 

explained. According to my interpretation, the simplicity of simple motions is not 

determined by the simplicity of simple magnitudes, rather it is derived from an analysis of 

all possible locomotion within the universe. Since any locomotion can be identified with 

either a type of simple motion or a combination of several simple motions, these simple 

motions can be regarded as the logical components of all possible natural motions. 

Therefore, by reducing the complexity and the variety of locomotion to simple motions, 

the simplicity of simple motions is properly understood.  

Alexander correctly points out that it is not because of the geometrical simplicity of 

straight lines and circles that the motions moving in straight lines or circles are simple, but 

he fails to notice that simple magnitudes are used to describle simple motions in DC I.2. 

According to my interpretation, however, what Aristotle means in DC I.2 is that the simple 

magnitudes can be utilized in describing the characters of simple motions. From the 

analysis of locomotion above, we realize that the only possible characters of simple motions 

are straight lines or circles. As I have at pains to argue, the simplicity of simple motions is 

not due to the simplicity of their characters in geometry. But by examining the character of 

a motion, we are able to identify an indicator of whether the motion is simple or not. As 

these two simple magnitudes, straight lines and circles, can be used to describe simple 

motions, they contribute to the characterizations of simple motions, and consequently the 

distinction between two types of simple magnitudes is sufficient for making it manifest that 



 34 

simple motions are either straight or circular and cannot be otherwise.  

The reason why simple motions are simple—and this is the crux issue—is based on 

the fact that they are the fundamental explanatory factors to which any possible locomotion 

of any natural body can be reduced. By dividing locomotion into more fundamental logical 

factors, simple motions and the simplicity of simple motions are recognized.  

Let us now turn from simple motions to simple bodies. The discovery of simple 

motions is crucial for the identification and the differentiation of simple bodies. Since 

simple motions are the fundamental factors to which all possible locomotion can be reduced, 

in order to make sense of the complexity and variety of locomotion, one must commit to 

the existence of simple motions. Simple motions, however, cannot exist independently. 

They must be attributed to some bodies which occupy some space and at the same time 

have the capacity to move in a certain way, that is, with a kind of simple motion in this 

context. Therefore, in order to achieve a better understanding of the locomotion of all 

possible physical things, the existence of simple bodies, which are identified as the seats of 

things’ capacities of moving with simple motions, must be admitted. In the next section, I 

shall examine the relationship between simple motion and simple body, and consider how 

the notion of simple body is derived from the notion of simple motion and serves as a factor 

in explaining the complexity and variety of locomotion.  

 

2.2 The simple body as the subject of simple motion 

Thus far, I have argued that simple motions are differentiated on the basis of an 

analysis of the complexity and the variety of all possible locomotion. In this section, I shall 

consider the explanatory role that simple bodies play in explaining the locomotion of 

natural things. I argue that simple bodies are not only capable of moving with simple 

motions, but are also the relevant factors in explaining the locomotion of all possible 

physical things. It is in virtue of having simple bodies as their components that complex 

natural bodies, which move with complex motions, possess the capacities to perform the 

simple motions that are not only assigned to simple bodies, but are also combined to 

comprise the apparent complex motions. In this way, simple bodies contribute to the 

explanation of locomotion, in all its variety and complexity. 
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Even though the complexity and variety of locomotions can be explained by reducing 

them to three simple motions, Aristotle is not willing to conclude his explanation of 

locomotion by providing us with explanatory factors that exist solely in a logical analysis. 

Simple motions cannot exist independently and these factors cannot contribute to the 

explanation of the complexity and variety of locomotion in and by themselves, because any 

movement, no matter whether it is a simple motion or a complex motion, as long as it exists, 

must belong to a subject. Therefore, having differentiated three types of simple motions in 

[4], Aristotle moves directly from his analysis of locomotion to his commitment to natural 

bodies.  

The commitment to the existence of simple motions entails the existence of some 

subjects to which the simple motions belong. Such subjects, moreover, are necessarily 

natural bodies. On the one hand, however a subject moves, it must possess a location which 

is changeable, or the subject cannot change its place at all. For this reason, any subject of 

locomotion must have a body, which extends within its location. Owing to the fact that they 

possess bodies, these subjects can be called bodies. On the other hand, inasmuch as the 

locomotion in question is a kind of natural change, whatever the agent of the motion is (in 

particular, whether it is an external or an internal cause), the motion which belongs to a 

corporeal thing must be performed in accordance with the nature of the subject of the 

motion, because nature in [1] is defined as the principle of natural motions.1 Therefore, as 

a conclusion, any possible locomotion must belong to a subject which has both a nature 

proper to it and a body proper to it, so as to be a natural body. In other words, as long as a 

locomotion is performed, it must belong to a natural body.  

It is indeed correct that all natural motions, as long as they exist, have to belong to 

some natural bodies. Nevertheless, it might seem that it is not necessary that each of the 

simple motions should be attributed to only one kind of natural body. This is an objections 

that is also levelled by several traditional commentators (as we shall see at the end of the 

chapter). If all that were needed were subjects to which simple motions belong, it would be 

unnecessary to commit to the notion of a simple body which can, and can only, move with 

one type of simple motion. Therefore, it might seem that Hankinson is correct in objecting 

that the existence of simple motions, in virtue of being natural motions, does not entail the 

                                                             
1 Cf. DC III.2, 301b18; Physics II.1, 192b21-23. 
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existence of a kind of simple body, which moves with this simple motion.  

At this point in my argument, I will, if only provisionally, be content to concede that, 

on the supposition that both simple bodies and complex bodies exist in the first place, 

natural bodies can be distinguished into simple bodies and complex bodies in virtue of the 

types of motions with which they move.1 Later, when we turn to the supposition itself (that 

both simple bodies and complex bodies exist in the first place), I will show why one kind 

of simple body can move with one, and only one, type of simple motion. 

If a natural body moves by nature with a single type of simple motion, it is a simple 

body; otherwise, it is a complex body. This is compatible with what I established in the 

first section of this chapter, namely, that the simple bodies are characterized by simple 

motions, but it does not establish the necessity that one simple body can, and can only, 

move with a single type of simple motion. Now, it is well worth remembering the twofold 

significance of the notion of a simple body. Being the subject of a simple motion does not 

exhaust the meaning of the notion of simple body. Just as a simple motion fails to serve as 

a sufficient explanatory factor of locomotion, because it lacks independence, simple bodies, 

as the proper subjects on which simple motions depend, can be identified as the elements 

to which the complexity of locomotion can be reduced. It is because of their role in 

explaining the locomotion of physical things that Aristotle commits to the existence of 

some natural bodies, each of which by nature moves with only one type of simple motion. 

In the previous section, I argued that all possible locomotion can be identified with 

either a simple motion or a combination of several simple motions, so that a complex body, 

which moves with a compound motion, can be understood to be moving with several simple 

motions to which the compound motion can be reduced. Since the nature of a natural body 

in Aristotle’s system of natural philosophy is defined as the internal principle or cause on 

account of which their natural motions are performed,2 complex bodies, which act in 

                                                             
1 It seems that some complex bodies, which consist of different simple bodies, can only move with a 
single type of simple motion. For example, wax can only move downward in the air without any 
resistance. But this is not true, since wax will move upwards in water without resistance. On the other 
hand, at this stage, only three groups of simple bodies are distinguished, namely, the heavy simple 
body, which moves downward, the light simple body, which moves upward, and the simple body that 
is neither heavy nor light, which moves around the centre. On the basis of this distinction, for 
Aristotle, none of these simple bodies can move with a simple motion different from the one assigned 
to it. 
2 DC I.2, 268b17. 
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complex ways, must possess a nature that enables each of them to move with a compound 

motion. Since the compound motions of complex bodies are equivalent to several combined 

simple motions, these complex bodies must possess some capacities or principles in virtue 

of which they can move with the simple motions as well. Otherwise, if it were the case that 

complex bodies could not move with the simple motions to which compound motions are 

reducible, it would be impossible to reduce the compound motions with which they move 

to the simple motions. Therefore, by attributing the principles or causes that enable 

complex bodies to move with elemental simple motions to the distinct natures of some 

components of the complex bodies, the complexity of locomotion is eventually reduced to 

the complexity of the constitution of complex bodies. Our task now has switched to 

determining what exactly these components of natural bodies are. With the purpose of 

discerning these components, the previous analysis of locomotion will be extended to the 

notion of a complex body as a unitary whole. 

As we have seen from the previous discussion, simple motions are not only the 

explanatory factors to which all possible locomotion can be reduced, but they are also the 

typical characters on the basis of which simple bodies are distinguished from other types 

of natural bodies. These two roles of simple motion entail that the simple bodies must be 

recognized as the fundamental components of complex bodies. On the one hand, because 

simple bodies are characterized as natural bodies, each of which by nature moves with only 

one type of simple motion, each of them must possess a principle or cause that explains 

why it moves in a certain way. Moreover, owing to the fact that simple bodies, by nature, 

cannot move with any other motions besides the single type of simple motion that is 

assigned to each of them, every one of their internal principles can be responsible only for 

a single type of simple motion. Therefore, in responding to the question of why complex 

bodies can move with various simple motions—though they appear to move with complex 

motions as a result of combinations—the natures of simple bodies are introduced as the 

exclusive causes of moving with simple motions, and afford complex bodies with the 

capacity to move with simple motions. The natures of simple bodies, however, cannot exist 

independently of simple bodies. As long as complex bodies have the natures of simple 

bodies as the explanatory factors of their activities, simple bodies must be somehow taken 

as the constituents of the complex bodies. Therefore, according to my interpretation, 

Aristotle’s view is that in virtue of consisting of simple bodies, complex bodies obtain the 
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capacities of moving with simple motions, which are then combined in some way and 

consequently manifested as compound motions. In this way, the complexity of locomotion 

is ultimately explained by the constitutional structure of complex bodies.  

It is true, as Wildberg points out, that not all natural bodies that move with simple 

motions are simple bodies.1 But it does not follow that moving with simple motions is not 

essential for simple bodies. The significance of the capacity of a simple body to move with 

a simple motion is present in the causal power. Although a complex body, say a stone, 

might by nature move with only a simple motion, this motion, along with any other 

movements of complex natural bodies, either simple or complex, can be explained by the 

simple motions of the simple bodies.2 Only by supposing that it reduces to the capacities 

of simple bodies can the complexity of all possible locomotion be analysed into something 

simple, and so be explained.   

If simple bodies do indeed play a role in explaining the complexity of locomotion, as 

has been shown above, then, contrary to the traditional view, each simple motion must be 

assigned to at least one type of simple body. As I have argued just above, in Aristotle’s 

explanation of locomotion, simple bodies are identified as the subjects of simple motions, 

and the cause of performing a simple motion, namely the nature of the thing, exists in each 

of the simple bodies. It is these simple bodies that enable natural bodies to move with 

simple motions. On the other hand, as has been shown, simple motions are the most basic 

components to which compound motions are reducible. In other words, if a simple motion 

were absent from the explanation, some of the compound motions would not be capable of 

being reconstructed. Therefore, as long as there are some simple motions to which the 

compound motions are reducible, the complex bodies to which the complex motions are 

properly assigned must have the capacity to move with these simple motions by having the 

simple bodies to which these simple motions are assigned as their components. Through 

this analysis, the notion of a simple body, which is initially characterized as a type of natural 

body moving with simple motions, is gradually recognized as the constituent of natural 

bodies, and contributes to the overall explanation by affording the complex bodies their 

specific motive capacities. 

                                                             
1 Wildberg 1988, 50. 
2 See DC I.2, 269a4-5, where the explanatory role of simple bodies is emphasized. See also 
Generation of Animals, V.3, 782b21-22, quoted above. 
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2.3 The derivation of simple bodies from the differentiation of simple motions 

In the previous parts of this chapter it has been argued that it is through the 

differentiation of simple motions that the role of simple bodies in explaining the complexity 

and variety of all possible locomotion is revealed. This role of simple bodies in turn 

explains why Aristotle feels the need to commit to the existence of simple bodies as the 

most fundamental components of individual things in the universe. Therefore, according to 

my interpretation of DC I.2, it is the differentiation among simple motions that grounds the 

commitment to the existence of simple bodies, which are identified with the fundamental 

components of the universe.  

In the final section of this chapter, I shall consider a traditional interpretation of the 

quoted passage from DC I.2, according to which Aristotle’s commitment to the existence 

of simple bodies is independent of the differentiation of simple motions. By highlighting 

the disadvantages of this traditional interpretation, the advantages of my interpretation of 

the first section of DC I.2 will become clear. 

There is a traditional interpretation of the first section of DC I.2, which can be traced 

back to Alexander. As has been outlined in the first part of this chapter, according to this 

interpretation, in the passage quoted from DC I.2 Aristotle does not explain why there are 

some simple bodies that serve as the most fundamental components of the universe; he 

rather is to engage in a characterization of simple bodies by attributing a type of simple 

motion to each type of simple body. It is by distinguishing three types of simple motions 

that three types of simple bodies are correspondingly distinguished and characterized. 

According to this interpretation, the commitment to the existence of simple bodies, 

however they are understood, is not based on the discovery of three types of simple motions. 

In other words, the differentiation of simple motions cannot explain why one should 

commit to the existence of simple bodies. Therefore, on this interpretation, it remains 

unclear why simple bodies, each of which can, and can only, move with a certain type of 

simple motion, should be identified with the components of the universe, and, therefore, fit 

into an investigation into the specific parts of the universe, as we find in [1].  

Recently, Hankinson has taken up a similar position to Alexander. While admitting 
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that each simple body, in virtue of its nature, does necessarily move with a type of simple 

motion,1 he explicitly denies that Aristotle’s commitment to the simple bodies is derived 

from the discovery of simple motions. As he declares, ‘Aristotle is not, as is sometimes 

claimed, committed to supposing that there must be an individual element associated with 

each of the possible types of simple motion, however they are to be individuated.’2 In other 

words, according to Hankinson, it is possible for a type of simple motion to exist with 

which none of the simple bodies moves. Even if there exists another simple motion besides 

these three, this (he thinks) does no harm to the overall thesis of DC I.2, since the three 

types of simple bodies can still be differentiated on the basis of the three types of simple 

motions with which they move. Therefore, in Hankinson’s opinion, there is not a one-to-

one correspondence between simple motions and simple bodies. The existence of a simple 

motion is no more than a necessary but insufficient condition for Aristotle’s commitment 

to the existence of a simple body.3  

This traditional interpretation, shared by Alexander and Hankinson, seems 

unconvincing, because it is difficult to explain how exactly this characterization of simple 

bodies fits into the general task of DC I.2. As has been pointed out, Aristotle makes it clear 

at the beginning of the quoted passage that the task of this chapter is to explore ‘those parts 

of the whole which are specifically distinct’. If simple bodies were just some natural bodies, 

each of which moves with only one type of simple motion, it would not, as far as I can see, 

be at all clear why such natural bodies are the ultimate constituents of the universe. In other 

words, the idea that the simplicity of the movement of a simple body entails its simplicity 

in composition is unconvincing. If the subject being characterized in terms of the 

differentiation of simple motions, i.e. the natural body to which only one simple motion is 

assigned, were different from the thing that is declared at the beginning of DC I.2 to be the 

subject of the whole investigation, Aristotle would not be able to undertake the task he 

                                                             
1 Hankinson’s original formulation is that, ‘if x is a simple body, then x has only one natural motion’ 
(2009, 85). And according to Hankinson’s reading, the notion of natural motion is identical with that of 
simple motion. See Hankinson 2009, 88, n.16. 
2 Hankinson 2009, 84 and 92. Wildberg shares the same position with Hankinson. He claims explicitly 
that ‘in Aristotle the conception of simple and compound bodies is independent of the conception of the 
simplicity or compoundness of their movements’ (1988, 50). 
3 Hankinson makes this point explicitly, when he says: ‘if a motion is natural (in the sense of being the 
expression of an essential tendency of an elemental body), then it must conform to one of the simple 
trajectories; but there is no converse necessity that every determinable simple trajectory must have some 
simple body whose nature it is to move along it’ (2009, 84). And notably, he traces this tradition of 
interpretation back to Alexander.  
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undertakes as he characterizes it.  

One seemingly appealing way out of this difficulty for this interpretation would be to 

argue that the reason why simple bodies are identified with the specific components of the 

universe is not that they move only with simple motions, but conversely, because they are 

the elements of the universe, each of them moves with only one specific simple motion, 

according to which different simple bodies can be distinguished from each other.1 Thus, 

the traditional interpretation may defend the view that Aristotle’s commitment to the 

existence of simple bodies, in virtue of being the fundamental components of the universe, 

is independent of the characterization of simple bodies in terms of simple motions in DC 

I.2. On this view, before a type of simple motion is assigned to a simple body, the notion 

of a simple body is already assumed from the start. 

At first glance, the speculation above seems reasonable. But, as a modern chemist will 

recognize, even if simple bodies are identified with the most fundamental constituents of 

the universe and cannot be analysed into any more basic components,  the simplicity of 

the microstructure of the simple bodies does not entail the simplicity of their movements.2 

In other words, even if each of the simple bodies de facto performs only one single type of 

simple motion according to some simple nature, it is not proper to attribute this nature to 

the simplicity of its microstructure. Therefore, if such a nature were really derived from the 

simplicity of the forms of simple bodies, as the critics maintain, it would then be necessary 

for Aristotle to provide an argument in support of this proposition (i.e. that a nature by 
                                                             
1 This is generally accepted in the scholarship. Guthrie explicitly claims that ‘since they [sc. simple 
bodies] are simple, their natural movement is also simple’ (1939, 8). This is also what Elders has in 
mind in his commentary. He says: ‘simple bodies must have simple movements, since their movements 
are conceived of as movement towards form, and as the external manifestation of the form aspired’ 
(1965, 86). Similarly, in explaining why Aristotle attributes only one natural motion to a simple body, 
having appealed to the empirical facts that a sublunary simple body always moves by nature in the same 
direction, Falcon argues that ‘since the nature of a simple body is one, its natural motion too must be 
one’ (2005, 59). In my view, this interpretation indicates that the simplicity of the movement of a simple 
body is derived from the simplicity of its nature, whereas the simplicity of its nature is determined by 
the simplicity of its structure. Therefore, the simplicity of its movement is attributed to the simplicity of 
its structure. This interpretation, however, fails to explain why Aristotle claims that the nature of a 
simple body is one, or why a group of natural bodies has to be differentiated by their simple natures. 
According to my reading, the reason why each of the simple bodies moves with only one type of simple 
motion is not because of the simplicity of its constitution, but because of its role in explaining the 
complexity of the locomotion of all possible natural things. As we shall see, it is in DC I.2 that Aristotle 
provides us with an answer to the question of why simple bodies, as explanatory factors of locomotion, 
are assigned simple natures, according to which each of them moves with a single type of simple motion. 
2 According to modern chemistry, elements are differentiated on account of the number of protons in 
their atomic nuclei. This criterion serves as an explanation of the properties of elements, rather than the 
locomotion of macroscopic objects. 
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which a simple body moves with a single type of simple motion is derived from the 

simplicity of the forms of simple bodies) and he would have to explain how simple bodies, 

which are characterized as having one and only one simple motion, can fit into an 

investigation of the specific parts of the universe. However, what we read in [7] is that he 

has directly identified, without any argument, the simple bodies, each of which moves with 

only one type of simple motion, with the ultimate components of compound bodies. Due 

to this obvious gap between the characterization of simple bodies in terms of simple 

motions and the role that simple bodies play in constituting complex bodies, it is highly 

questionable that Aristotle’s commitment to the existence of simple bodies is independent 

of the differentiation among simple motions.  

On my interpretation, on the other hand, both the differentiation among simple bodies, 

and the introduction of the very distinction between simple bodies and complex bodies is 

achieved by differentiating simple motions and all that follows from that in the account of 

the physical subjects of simple and complex motions. We can now also see why Aristotle 

thinks, and is right in thinking, based on his argument, that each simple body can move 

with one and only one type of simple motion. 

If what I have argued is on the mark, then the attribution of a simple motion to a simple 

body does not simply serve the aim of characterizing the simple bodies, but also explains 

why these simple bodies, which are so characterized, play a role in explaining the 

constitution of all physical things. As we have seen earlier in the chapter, it is from an 

analysis of the role that simple bodies play in explaining the complexity and variety of the 

locomotion of physical things that we realize the need to identify this notion with the 

components of complex physical things. 
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3. What is responsible for the changes other than locomotion (I) 

In the previous chapter, I argued that Aristotle’s investigation into simple bodies is 

associated with his explanation of change: it is in terms of the simple bodies that the variety 

and the complexity of locomotion are explained; at the same time, it is in terms of the notion 

of simple motions that the very notion of a simple body is introduced. In this chapter, I 

argue that simple bodies do not just have their explanatory role in Aristotle’s account of 

locomotion, but also contribute to his explanation of the changes other than locomotion. 

According to my interpretation, before stepping into an inquiry into the way in which 

simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change (this will be examined in Part 

II), Aristotle feels it necessary in De Cealo to provide an exhaustive list of the simple bodies 

that are going to contribute to his explanation of change, not only locomotion, but also 

generation and corruption. Aristotle’s list of simple bodies serves as the starting point of 

his enquiry into the changes other than locomotion. It is on the basis of the answers the two 

questions that have been addressed in De Cealo that the inquiry, which is dedicated to the 

discussion of, particularly, generation and corruption, can be conducted in De Generatione 

et Corruptione. 

I shall defend this interpretation of De Cealo in Chapters 3 and 4. My task in these 

chapters is to consider: (1) the kinds of simple bodies that are involved in the natural 

changes, other than locomotion, and which contribute to the explanation of these changes, 

since it is possible that not all simple bodies are responsible for them; and, (2) the exact 

number of simple bodies that are going to serve as explanatory factors in the enquiry into 

generation and corruption, growth and diminution, and alteration. The account of the first 

issue will rest on my interpretation of DC I.3 and I.4 in this chapter (i.e., Chapter 3), while 

the account of the second issue will draw on my interpretation of DC III and IV in Chapter 

4. By the end of Chapter 4, we will arrive at the conclusion that there are four simple bodies, 

of which the subjects of all possible changes other than locomotion are composed.  

According to an influential traditional view, even if it is supposed that a complete list 

of simple bodies has been put forward in De Caelo, the investigation into simple bodies in 

De Caelo cannot explain the number of simple bodies within its own context. On the 

traditional view, a sufficient deduction of the number of simple bodies has not been 

provided until the second book of De Generatione et Corruptione. This is the view I argue 
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against in Chapters 3 and 4. Instead, I propose that Aristotle has provided us, in De Caelo, 

with a strict deduction of the number of simple bodies that contribute to an explanation of 

the changes other than locomotion, especially generation and corruption. 

 

3.1 An outline of Aristotle’s discussion of the incorruptible simple body 

As soon as the simple bodies are introduced and differentiated in terms of simple 

motions, and ultimately characterized as the fundamental components, or the corporeal 

elements, of natural things, the investigation of simple bodies, as I shall argue, is conducted 

for the sake of an explanation of the changes other than locomotion, especially generation 

and corruption. It is for this purpose that Aristotle distinguishes simple bodies into two 

groups, i.e., the simple body that moves with one circular motion and those that each move 

with one rectilinear simple motion. These two groups are investigated one after the other. 

The first group of simple bodies under discussion is that which moves only with circular 

motion. The existence of this type of simple body is confirmed in DC I.2 by three arguments, 

which are mainly formed on the basis of the principles put forward in the previous 

discussion.1 Through these arguments, Aristotle emphasizes that the simple body that 

moves only with circular motion, namely ether, is distinct from any other simple bodies 

and has its own nature. Moreover, in virtue of the completeness of its loci in geometry, this 

type of simple body is asserted to be the most complete simple body, and thought to be 

more divine and more prior to the other simple bodies.2 In regard to the questions of how 

its priority affects natural phenomena, and how it contributes to the explanation to natural 

changes, Aristotle’s answers are, I think it must be admitted, less than immediately clear. 

This obscurity, however, is clarified in the succeeding two chapters of DC I. It is in DC I.3, 

with a supplement in I.4, that the body that moves only with circular motion is eventually 

identified with ‘the first body’ for the reasons that it alone belongs to a separated field of 

the universe, and is independent from the world of generation and corruption. Furthermore, 

                                                             
1 DC I.2, 269a2-9; a9-18; a32-b2. The particle οὖν (268b26) indicates that the subsequent arguments 
about the simple body that moves only with circular motion are derived from the previous discussion 
on the notion of simple body. About these arguments, see Falcon 2005, 57-62. 
2 DC I.2, 269a18-21: Ἀλλὰ µὴν καὶ πρώτην γε ἀναγκαῖον εἶναι τὴν τοιαύτην φοράν. Τὸ γὰρ τέλειον 
πρότερον τῇ φύσει τοῦ ἀτελοῦς, ὁ δὲ κύκλος τῶν τελείων, εὐθεῖα δὲ γραµµὴ οὐδεµία. And also, 
269a30-32: Ἔκ τε δὴ τούτων φανερὸν ὅτι πέφυκέ τις οὐσία σώµατος ἄλλη παρὰ τὰς ἐνταῦθα 
συστάσεις, θειοτέρα καὶ προτέρα τούτων ἁπάντων. 
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based on the speculations above, it is revealed that ether cannot be subdivided into different 

species. In other words, there is only a single kind of simple body that moves with only 

circular motion. 

In order to reveal Aristotle’s characterization of ether and its impact on his explanation 

of the changes besides locomotion, first, in § 3.2, I shall explain the reasons for which ether 

is separated from the other simple bodies and constitutes a distinct realm. Then, in § 3.3 

and § 3.4, I shall explore the resons for which ether is not subject to any changes besides 

circular motion. DC I.3 and I.4 are the chapters on which I mainly focus in this section. I 

argue that, in DC I.3, ether is excluded from the field of generation and corruption, growth 

and diminution, and alteration. In order to reinforce this conclusion, in DC I.4, Aristotle 

argues that ether has no opposite, nor can it be subdivided into two contrary kinds.  

The arguments in DC I.3 and DC I.4 can be summarized as follows. Since there is only 

one type of simple body that moves with only circular motions, which has been justified in 

DC I.4, and all generations or any other type of changes besides locomotion require a pair 

of opposites that can transform into each other, which has been argued in DC I.3, ether does 

not have an opposite into which it can be transformed, and it is thus necessary that it be 

excluded from the realm of the changes besides locomotion. An interpretation of these two 

chapters will have articulated Aristotle’s characterization of ether. It is on account of this 

characterization of ether that Aristotle concludes that the discussion of the changes besides 

locomotion only concerns the other types of simple bodies besides ether.  

Before we step into the details of this chapter, I would like briefly to explain why 

Aristotle feels the need to discuss ether in his natural philosophy. It is well known that there 

is an influential tradition of defending the existence of ether in ancient Greek philosophy. 

This tradition, as we shall see in this chapter, earns Aristotle’s respect and is refered to in 

his own discussion. However, Aristotle’s respect of this tradition alone cannot explain why 

he is at pains to argue that ether is not subject to the changes other than locomotion, since 

it wouldn’t be plausible that Aristotle, a creative and systematic philosopher, builds his 

own arguments entirely on the views of his predecessors.    

My answer to this question has two parts. First, as we have seen in the previous chapter, 

Aristotle has commited to the existence of ether, i.e., a type of simple body that can only 

move in a circular motion. It is on the basis of the differentiation of this type and the other 
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two types of simple bodies that the complexity and variety of locomotion is explained. 

Since Aristotle is commited to the existence of ether in his investigation into the causes of 

the changes other than locomotion, he naturally deems it necessary to consider whether or 

not ether is a component of the subjects of the changes other than locomotion. Only if it 

has been proven that ether is neither subject to any change other than locomotion, nor does 

it exist in the sublunary world in which the changes other than locomotion take place, can 

we safely exclude ether from the list of the components of the subjects of the changes other 

than locomotion, and conduct an investigation into the way in which the other types of 

simple bodies, namely, the simple bodies each of which can only move with a rectilinear 

simple motion, contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the change other than locomotion. 

Secondly, Aristotle’s arguments, as I will show in this chapter, lead to the conclusion 

that both ether and its circular motion are everlasting.1 This conclusion is not irrelavant to 

Aristotle’s overall investigation into the role of the sublunary simple bodies in explaining 

of the change other than locomition in De Caelo and De Generatione et Corruptione. On 

the contrary, the circular motion of the everlasting ether provides the other simple bodies 

with a paradigm of change. This is clear in GC II.10. In his explanation of the continuity 

of the generation and corruption in the sublunary field, Aristotle explicitly points out that, 

The cause of this [sc. that generation and corruption is always continuous] as we have 
often said, is circular motion; for that is the only motion which is continuous. That, too, 
is why all the other things—the things, I mean, which are reciprocally transformed in 
virtue of their qualities and their powers, e.g. the simple bodies—imitate circular 
motion. For when Water is transformed into Air, Air into Fire, and the Fire back into 
Water, we say the coming-to-be has completed the circle, because it reverts again to the 
beginning. Hence it is by imitating circular motion that rectilinear motion too is 
continuous. (336b34-337a7)2 

In this passage, Aristotle expressly identifies the circular motion of ether as the cause of 

the continuity of generation and corruption. On his view, the simple bodies that are subject 

to generation and corruption are restricted in the sublunary field. Since the sublunary field 

                                                             
1 As has been shown in Chapter 2, ether by nature moves, and can only move, with a circular motion. 
Moreover, as I will show in §3.2.1, ether cannot be in an unnatural state by force. For this reason, the 
circular motion of ether, as long as it exists, cannot stop. Finally, in §3.3 I will show that ether is 
everlasting. Therefore, both ether and its circular motion are everlasting. 
2 Τούτου δ’ αἴτιον, ὥσπερ εἴρηται πολλάκις, ἡ κύκλῳ φορά· µόνη γὰρ συνεχής. Διὸ καὶ τἆλλα ὅσα 
µεταβάλλει εἰς ἄλληλα κατὰ τὰ πάθη καὶ τὰς δυνάµεις, οἷον τὰ ἁπλᾶ σώµατα, µιµεῖται τὴν κύκλῳ 
φοράν· ὅταν γὰρ ἐξ ὕδατος ἀὴρ γένηται καὶ ἐξ ἀέρος πῦρ καὶ πάλιν ἐκ πυρὸς ὕδωρ, κύκλῳ φαµὲν 
περιεληλυθέναι τὴν γένεσιν διὰ τὸ πάλιν ἀνακάµπτειν. Ὥστε καὶ ἡ εὐθεῖα φορὰ µιµουµένη τὴν κύκλῳ 
συνεχής ἐστιν. 
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is limited, the rectilinear simple motions of the sublunary simple bodies cannot be unlimited. 

However, the changes of the sublunary simple bodies have to be as everlasting as the 

change of ether, since, according to Aristotle’s theory, the sublunary simple bodies by 

nature imitate the change distinctive of ether, which is continuous and everlasting. In order 

to perform everlasting rectilinear simple motions in the sublunary field, one simple body 

has to be destroyed and generated into another in time, otherwise the simple motion to 

which this simple body is assigned will be limited by the boundary of the sublunary world, 

and will come to an end. For Aristotle, this explains why simple bodies are transformed 

into each other all the time: it is for the sake of imitating the circular motion distinctive of 

ether. For this reason, it is conspicuous that ether has to be discussed in Aristotle’s natural 

philosophy. Even if it is not directly involved in the various changes in the sublunary world, 

the circular motion of ether is still the paradigm imitated by the changes of the sublunary 

simple bodies.  

Now let’s move on to Aristotle’s discussion of ether. 

 

3.2 The distinction between the two worlds 

In DC I.2, three types of simple bodies are distinguished on the basis of the particular 

simple motion with which each of them moves by nature. It is true that the whole universe 

consists of these three types of simple bodies, but it does not follow that every one of the 

natural bodies in this universe is composed of all of them. On the contrary, as is widely 

known, the simple body that moves with only circular motion, that is, ether, is exclusively 

assigned to the superlunary field, while the other two groups of simple bodies are identified 

with the ingredients of the natural bodies existing in the sublunary world. In other words, 

according to Aristotle’s system, a certain simple body, namely ether, does not exist among 

the other types of simple bodies at all. It is necessary, then, to clarify the reasons why the 

universe is divided into distinct fields, each of which contains certain groups of components. 

According to my interpretation, this is exactly what the first part of DC I.3 does.  

It is on this point that my interpretation differs from other interpretations. It is apparent 

that, in DC I.3, Aristotle is occupied with a clarification of the particular nature of ether. 

He argues in this chapter that the superlunary simple body, different from any type of 
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sublunary simple body, cannot move with rectilinear motions either by nature or by force. 

But critics, as far as I know, have been satisfied with pointing out that ether moves with a 

circular motion, and is not subject to generation and corruption.1 They have not considered 

why Aristotle thinks it is necessary to reveal this distinct nature of ether. According to my 

interpretation, it is for the sake of distinguishing the universe into two distinct fields—one 

subject to generation and corruption, the other not—that this particular aspect of ether is 

spelled out in DC I.3. More specifically, I argue that it is for this reason that ether cannot 

exist in the world of things either heavy or light. In this way, a sharp distinction between 

the world of ether and the world of weight and lightness can be clearly drawn. 

3.2.1 Ether cannot move with rectilinear motion 

In the first part of DC I.3, Aristotle considers whether ether, the simple body that by 

nature moves only with circular motions, can at the same time move straight upward or 

downward like the other two groups of simple bodies do. The argument begins with a 

preliminary clarification of the notions of weight and lightness.2 In 269b18-29, the nature 

of moving upward is provisionally attributed to lightness, and the nature of moving 

downward to heaviness.3 Then, Aristotle sets out to argue that ether has neither lightness 

nor weight. His argument is twofold. In 269b32-b35, it is revealed that ether, according to 

its nature, cannot move with any other type of linear motion besides circular motion; in 

269b35-270a3, on the other hand, Aristotle proves that this type of simple body cannot 

move with rectilinear motion as a result of being constrained. Hence, as a conclusion, the 

simple body that by nature moves only with circular motion cannot move with rectilinear 

motion. Aristotle’s justification is conducted as follows.  

First, it is obvious that, if ether, as it is demarcated, by nature moves only with circular 

motion, it is impossible to move by nature with any other motion besides circular motion. 

Since rectilinear motion is not circular motion, it cannot move in such a way by nature.4 
                                                             
1 Elders 1965, 90; Leggatt 1995, 181.  
2 This clarification is only provisionally satisfactory. Aristotle himself admits here that a further 
discussion of the nature of weight and lightness will be conducted later, which has been generally 
accepted to be a reference to the last book of De Caelo. 
3 269b23-24: Βαρὺ µὲν οὖν ἔστω τὸ φέρεσθαι πεφυκὸς ἐπὶ τὸ µέσον, κοῦφον δὲ τὸ ἀπὸ τοῦ µέσου. 
This explicitly indicates that moving upward or downward is not the nature of lightness or weight, 
which will only be revealed in the last Book of De Caelo. 
4 As Simplicius notes, it is also correct to argue that ether by nature cannot move with a rectilinear 
motion on the premise that each simple can only move with a single type of simple motion. In other 
words, if a natural body were able to move with both a circular motion and a rectilinear motion, then it 
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On the other hand, this simple body cannot move with any other motions even by force. 

This proposition is derived from a premise that has already been laid down: 

For we laid down that, with contraries, when one movement is counter-natural for a 
thing, the other movement is natural. (270a2-3)1 

It is supposed to be clear from what has been laid down that, if a motion is unnatural for a 

thing, then the contrary motion of this motion would be its natural motion. For this reason, 

if ether were able to move by force with an upward motion, or a downward motion, then 

the other type of motion would have to be natural for ether, which is not true of ether 

according to what has already been proved above. Therefore, ether cannot move with either 

an upward motion, or a downward motion, even by force.2  

The first argument can be easily accepted. In regard to the second argument, people 

may be curious about why it is the case that, when one motion is unnatural for a natural 

body, the contrary motion, if it has one, must be natural for this body. In other words, why 

it is not possible for both pairs of contrary motions to be unnatural for a natural body at the 

same time. This question pertains to the premise quoted from DC I.3, 270a2-3. Simplicius 

takes it as an Aristotelian axiom; the translator of Simplicius’ commentary, however, 

admits that ‘it is not clear where it has been posited’.3 In his commentary on this sentence, 

Leggatt refers ἔθεµεν (viz., we laid down) to 269a33-34,4 where Aristotle affirms that for 

any movement x, if x is unnatural to a natural body E, then it must be natural to another 

body F.5 But this is conspicuously different from the proposition at issue. In 270a2-3, the 

proposition that has been ‘laid down’ in the previous discussion is that, if movements x and 

y are contrary, and x is natural to a natural body E, then y is unnatural to E.  

                                                             

cannot be a simple body. See Simplicius 2011, 98. Moreover, if we were correct in supposing that 
simple bodies have their particular roles in explaining the complexity of locomotion as has been 
discussed in previous chapter, it would be a redundancy to suppose that ether by nature can move with 
a rectilinear motion as another type of simple body. This is why Aristotle insists that the motion with 
which each simple body moves is single. 
1 ἔθεµεν γὰρ τῶν ἐναντίων ᾧ ἡ ἑτέρα παρὰ φύσιν, τὴν ἑτέραν εἶναι κατὰ φύσιν. 
2 Note that this argumentation is not applicable to any of the sublunary simple bodies. As we shall see 
in the next section, since circular motion does not have its contrary, it does not follow that the contrary 
motion of circular motion is natural for the body which moves with the circular motion by force, since 
such a contrary motion does not exist at all. Therefore, it seems to be possible at this stage for the 
sublunary simple bodies and the compounded bodies, which are composed of the sublunary simple 
bodies, to move with circular motions by force. 
3 See Simplicius 2011, 96 and 136. 
4 See Leggatt 1995, 182. 
5 DC I.2, 269a33-34: καὶ τὴν ἄλλῳ παρὰ φύσιν ἑτέρῳ κατὰ φύσιν. 
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In my view, it is true that the proposition that is accepted in 270a2-3 has not been put 

forward explicitly in the previous discussion, but it does sufficiently derive from the 

premises which have already been raised. The related premises are the following four 

propositions, all of which are given in DC I.2: (a) all movements of a natural body are 

either natural to this body or unnatural to it;1 (b) each of the simple bodies has one natural 

movement only;2 (c) the unnatural movement of a natural body is contrary to its natural 

movement;3 (d) one thing is contrary to one thing.4 On the basis of these premises, the 

proposition put forward in 270a2-3 can be justified in the following way. 

In regard to premise (a), for any simple body E and a pair of contrary movements x 

and y, if x and y are the movements of E, there are overall three possibilities. First, both x 

and y are natural to E; secondly, both x and y are unnatural to E; thirdly, only one of x and 

y is natural to E, while the other is unnatural to E. The third possibility is exactly the 

proposition which is requested to be proved on the basis of aforementioned premises, so as 

to support Aristotle’s argument in 269b35-270a3. Among the three possibilities listed 

above, as long as premise (a) is granted, at least one of them is correct. Thus, were the first 

two possibilities excluded, the third would be proved to be true, and, in this way, the 

justification that ether can move rectilinearly by force would be reinforced. The first 

possibility can be easily rejected on the basis of premise (b). Now, in order to show that the 

third possibility is the only one that obtains, I am in the position to prove, on the basis of 

premises listed above, that the second is also impossible as well. My rejection of this 

possibility is a reductio ad absurdum. It begins with the hypothesis that both pairs of the 

contrary movements, x and y, are unnatural to F. The rejection to this hypothesis can be 

deomonstrated as follows:  

(1) If x and y were movements unnatural to F, then x would be unnatural to F, and y 

would be unnatural to F. 

(2) According to premise (c), the movement unnatural to F is contrary to the 

movmemtn natural to F. 

(3) Hence, according to (1) and (2), x is contrary to the movment natural to F.  

(4) According to premise (d), one thing x is contrary to only one thing. 
                                                             
1 DC I.2, 269a32-33: πᾶσαν εἶναι κίνησιν ἢ κατὰ φύσιν ἢ παρὰ φύσιν. 
2 DC I.2, 269a8-9: εἴπερ µία ἑκάστου κίνησις ἡ κατὰ φύσιν τῶν ἁπλῶν. On this proposition, see also 
Metaphysics 10.4, 1055a19-22. Cf. Hankinson 2009,95-96. 
3 DC I.2, 269a9-10: Ἔτι εἰ ἡ παρὰ φύσιν ἐναντία τῇ κατὰ φύσιν. 
4 DC I.2, 269a10: ἓν ἑνὶ ἐναντίον. 
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(5) And x is contrary to y. 

(6) Hence, according to (3), (4) and (5), y and the movement natural to F is the same 

thing. 

(7) According to (1) and (6), y is both a movement unnatural to F and a movement 

natural to F.  

(8) According to premise (a), y is either natural to F or unnatural to F. 

(9) Hence, (7) and (8) contradict each other. 

(10) Hence, the hypothesis that both x and y are movmements unnatural to F is 

impossible.  

Since both the first and the second cases have been proved to be impossible, the third 

possibility, viz., only one of the contrary movements can be natural to a simple body, while 

the other is unnatural to this simple body, turns to be the only possible case on the basis of 

premises (a), (b), (c), and (d). Therefore, we may safely conclude that the simple body that 

by nature moves only with circular motion cannot move in any type of rectilinear motion, 

either by themselves or by force. 

3.2.2 Ether is separated from the other simple bodies 

Having confirmed that ether cannot move with upward or downward motions, either 

by nature or by force, Aristotle proceeds to argue that this conclusion is applicable not only 

to ether, as a whole, but also to any part of this simple body. He says: 

But since the natural movement of the whole and of its part—of earth, for instance, as 
a whole and of a small clod—have one and the same direction, it results, in the first 
place, that this body can possess no lightness or heaviness at all (for that would mean 
that it could move by its own nature either from or towards the center); and, secondly, 
that it cannot possibly move in the way of locomotion by being dragged upwards or 
pulled downwards. For neither naturally nor unnaturally can it move with any other 
motion but its own, either itself or any part of it, since the reasoning which applies to 
the whole applies also to the part. (270a3-a12)1 

Leggatt complains that this argument is desultory, and takes it as reinforcing the previous 

argument, which reveals that ether cannot move with upward or downward motions either 

                                                             
1 Ἐπεὶ δ’ εἰς τὸ αὐτὸ φέρεται τὸ ὅλον καὶ τὸ µόριον κατὰ φύσιν, οἷον πᾶσα γῆ καὶ µικρὰ βῶλος, 
συµβαίνει πρῶτον µὲν µήτε κουφότητ' ἔχειν αὐτὸ µηδεµίαν µήτε βάρος (ἢ γὰρ ἂν πρὸς τὸ µέσον ἢ ἀπὸ 
τοῦ µέσου ἠδύνατο φέρεσθαι κατὰ τὴν ἑαυτοῦ φύσιν), ἔπειθ’ ὅτι ἀδύνατον κινηθῆναι τὴν κατὰ τόπον 
κίνησιν ἢ ἄνω ἢ κάτω κατασπώµενον· οὔτε γὰρ κατὰ φύσιν ἐνδέχεται κινηθῆναι κίνησιν αὐτῷ ἄλλην 
οὔτε παρὰ φύσιν, οὔτ’ αὐτῷ οὔτε τῶν µορίων οὐδενί· ὁ γὰρ αὐτὸς λόγος περὶ ὅλου καὶ µέρους. 



 52 

naturally or by constraint.1 However, in my view, this passage is clear in revealing that the 

nature of ether, on account of which it cannot move rectilinearly either by nature or by 

force, has nothing to do with the size of its body. According to this reading, the argument 

quoted above does not bring any fresh proof that ether cannot move in a rectilinear way, 

rather, it emphasizes that this incapacity is true of any parts of ether, no matter how small 

the particle is. Therefore, it is an extension of the conclusion derived from the Aristotle’s 

argument in 269b32-270a3, rather than a reinforcement.  

In regard to the subject matter of the above argument, if we take the argument as 

Leggatt does, it would be a deviation from the previous discussion. Nevertheless, if we pay 

attention to Aristotle’s emphasis of the distinction between the part and the whole, and 

consider what would happen if a part of ether were separated from the whole,2 we would, 

then, realize that the conclusion of the quoted argument from 270a3-a12 may contribute to 

a different thesis, namely, the separation of ether from the other types of simple bodies.3 

Since the existence of void has been explicitly denied in the Physics,4 the world is filled 

with either ether, or the sublunary simple bodies, which move with rectilinear simple 

motions, or the compounded natural bodies, which consist of the simple bodies.5 Since, by 

having the sublunary simple bodies as their components, compounded natural bodies have 

either heaviness or lightness or both, in regard to the position of a piece of ether, if it were 

separated from the ether as a whole, there are only two possibilities. It might remain within 

ether, or it might be among the natural bodies that can move with rectilinear motions, and 

entangled with them. The second case, however, Aristotle argues is impossible. I conclude 

that we may understand the argument in the above passage as an argument for the thesis 

that ether is separate from the other types of simple bodies; that is, separate not only in 

regard to its parts, but also in regard to the whole of ether. This is, it seems to me, a very 

significant conclusion. 

As I have shown in §2.1.2, any possible locomotion can be identified with either a 

                                                             
1 See Leggatt 1995, 182. 
2 Cf. Metaphysics Δ.25, 1023b12-15, according to which the notion of part is understood as the body 
divided from the whole. 
3 Actually, this is exactly the subject to which Aristotle turns immediately after the quoted passage. In 
270a12ff., Aristotle sets out to argue that the superlunary field is separated from the sublunary world 
because of its everlasting. 
4 Cf. Physics IV.6-9. 
5 We shall see immediately that ether is not one of the simple bodies of which compounded natural 
bodies consist. 
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circular motion, or a straight upward motion, or a straight downward motion, or a 

combination of some of these simple motions. Anything that moves with any motion 

besides the perfect circular motion must be somehow involved in at least a type of 

rectilinear movement. On the other hand, as has just been revealed, ether, whatever its size, 

can by no means be involved in any type of rectilinear motion. The only motion with which 

it moves is circular motion. If a thing were able to move with a motion that involves a 

rectilinear motion, it would be impossible for the piece of ether either to be attached to the 

thing, or to be in the thing, otherwise it would have to be moved along with it. In other 

words, if it were the case that a piece of ether were mixed or just located in a body of one 

of the other types, the piece of ether would be forced into moving with the same rectilinear 

motion (or the motion which involves some rectilinear motion) as the natural body to which 

it is attached. But ether, however small it may be, can never move with rectilinear motion 

even by force. Therefore, it cannot be the components of any natural body that are able to 

move with any motion besides circular motion, or be entangled with the natural bodies that 

possess weight or lightness. In this way, this particular type of simple body, ether, is 

excluded from the world in which rectilinear motions can be conducted everywhere, and 

assigned to a realm of its own, in which it moves only with perfect circular motion.  

It is correct that Aristotle has not explicitly pointed out in the first part of DC I.3 that 

the realm of ether is exclusively separated from the field of rectilinear motions. But, as I 

have shown, this conclusion can be drawn from the arguments that has already been 

provided in this part. The separation of ether from the field of rectilinear motions lays a 

firm foundation for the subsequent arguments, according to which ether is characterized as 

the simple body that is unchangeable and immutable, and in this respect it differs from the 

sublunary bodies and the sublunary simple bodies of which the lower part of the universe 

is composed. As we shall see, even if there is generation and corruption and any other 

change other than locomotion taking place in the sublunary world, the physical things, 

which are subject to such changes, cannot have ether as one of their components. Ether, 

therefore, does not play any role in explaining these changes. What compose the subjects 

of such changes turn out to be the simple bodies other than ether.  

In the next section, I shall argue that, not only is it the case that ether cannot be 

responsible for the changes other than locomotion, on the supposition that it is a constituent 

of bodies that are subject to such changes, but also that, on its own, it does not experience 
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any type of change other than the motion to which it is assigned. Only if the field of ether 

is torn from the other natural bodies and proven to be immune from any change other than 

locomotion, can we safely focus on the sublunary field in the enquiry into the phenomenon 

of change, especially into generation and corruption.  

 

3.3 Ether is everlasting  

Having assigned ether to a distinct field in which any type of rectilinear movements is 

ruled out, Aristotle concentrates on an inquiry into that simple body that moves only in a 

circular motion, and considers whether it is subject to the other types of natural changes 

other than locomotion, viz., generation and corruption, growth and diminution, and 

alteration. As we shall see in this section, the answer to this question is negative. On the 

basis of this consideration, ether is characterized as an everlasting simple body and denied 

to be responsible for generation and corruption by composing compound bodies. For this 

reason, ether, though characterized as a kind of simple body, along with the sublunary 

simple bodies, is completely absent from the discussion of De Generatione et Corruptione. 

In this section, by clarifying the way in which this conclusion is eventually drawn, we can 

see how the discussion of De Caelo can contribute to Aristotle’s further investigations into 

the changes other than locomotion. 

3.3.1 Ether is ungenerated and uncorrupted 

It is in DC I.3 that all natural changes other than locomotion are excluded from the 

realm of ether one after another. In this chapter, Aristotle proves that ether is neither 

generable nor corruptible in the first place. The exclusion of ether from the realm of the 

changes besides locomotion is based on the denial that something contrary to ether exists. 

As soon as ether is separated from the other types of simple bodies, and the bodies tht are 

composed of the simple bodies other than ether, Aristotle begins his justification of the 

eternal nature of ether. He says: 

It is equally reasonable to assume that this body will be ungenerated and indestructible 
and exempt from increase and alteration, since everything that comes to be comes into 
being from a contrary and some underlying thing, and passes away likewise with some 
underlying thing and by the action of a contrary and into a contrary, as we explained in 
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our opening discussions; and the motions of contraries are contrary. (270a12-18)1 

Here Aristotle first argues that ether is not subject to generation and corruption. In his view, 

generation or corruption, must take place between contraries. Thus, if ether is involved in 

a process of generation or corruption, there must be something contrary to ether, from 

which it comes into being, or into which it perishes. However, Aristotle argues that such a 

contrary does not exist, since if there were a contrary to ether, it would move only with a 

motion that is contrary to the motion of ether, but, as will be shown in DC I.4, there is no 

contrary to the circular motion of ether. Therefore, the contrary of ether does not exist, nor 

is ether subject to generation or corruption. 

The argument above presupposes that, on the one hand, all changes in respect of 

substance take place between contraries, and, on the other hand, circular motion does not 

have a contrary. The justification of the second assumption is postponed to DC I.4. Aristotle 

is going to examine it carefully in the later section (§3.4), but in this section he provisionally 

accepts it, just as he does in DC I.3. The most pressing question concerns the first 

assumption; for the meaning of the contrary of ether in this assumption is not immediately 

obvious. It is generally agreed that in this assumption Aristotle refers back to Physics I.7-

9,2 where he maintains that changes take place between a pair of contraries, viz., privation 

and form. Privation is the starting point and the result of the change is the form. If we apply 

this theory to what Aristotle argues in 270a12-18, then it turns out that, if it is possible that 

ether is generated from something, it must come into being from something that lacks the 

form that characterizes ether. Since ether is characterized as the simple body that moves 

only in a circular motion, the contrary of ether referes to something that lacks the capacity 

to move only in a circular motion. 

However, the thing from which ether may come into being, if it exists at all, cannot be 

anything that lacks the nature by which ether is characterized. In Physics I.5 we read: 

Our first presupposition must be that in nature nothing acts on, or is acted on by, any 
other thing at random, nor may anything come from anything else, unless we mean that 
it does so accidentally. For how could white come from musical, unless musical 
happened to be an attribute of the not-white or of the black? No, white comes from not-

                                                             
1 Ὁµοίως δ’ εὔλογον ὑπολαβεῖν περὶ αὐτοῦ καὶ ὅτι ἀγένητον καὶ ἄφθαρτον καὶ ἀναυξὲς καὶ 
ἀναλλοίωτον, διὰ τὸ γίγνεσθαι µὲν ἅπαν τὸ γιγνόµενον ἐξ ἐναντίου τε καὶ ὑποκειµένου τινός, καὶ 
φθείρεσθαι ὡσαύτως ὑποκειµένου τέ τινος καὶ ὑπ' ἐναντίου καὶ εἰς ἐναντίον, καθάπερ ἐν τοῖς πρώτοις 
εἴρηται λόγοις· τῶν δ’ ἐναντίων καὶ αἱ φοραὶ ἐναντίαι. 
2 See Stocks 1922, in his note of this passage; Elders 1965, 92; Leggatt 1995, 182. 
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white—and not from any not-white, but from black or some intermediate. Similarly, 
musical comes to be from non-musical, but not from any thing other than musical, but 
from unmusical or any intermediate state there may be. (188a31-b3)1 

In this passage Aristotle argues on the basis of a logical speculation2 that changes must 

take place within certain ranges. For instance, both white and musical, if either of them 

comes to be, must come to be from their corresponding contraries or some intermediate 

states of the corresponding contraries. This argument emphasizes that contraries must share 

the same genus, or even the same species, e.g., both black and white are colors, and both 

musical and unmusical are states of a soul.3 This is why it is the case that not anything that 

is not-white is the contrary of white, and can, on that basis, generate white. Moreover, even 

if two different things are of the same genus, or even of the same species, they are not 

necessarily a pair of contraries. Only if two things are contrary in the same respect, do they 

count as a pair of contraries. So, in the case of ether, which is characterized as a simple 

body that possesses the capacity of moving only in a circular motion, if, in respect of 

capacity, there were a contrary of ether from which it can be generated, or into which it can 

change, it would have to possess the opposite capacity from ether; and the opposite capacity 

of moving only with a circular motion, for Aristotle, is to move only with the opposite 

motion of the circular motion with which ether moves. Therefore, as a conclusion, the 

contrary of the generated natural body which moves only with a circular motion, if it exists, 

must also be a simple body, and possess the capacity of moving only with the motion which 

is exactly contrary to the circular motion with which the generated ether moves.  

It is true that in Categories 5, 3b24-32, Aristotle says that substance has no contrary, 

and, according to DC I.1, 268a3, simple bodies are substances; so, it seems unnecessary to 

argue here that ‘this body’ or ether has no contrary at all. This is the ciriticism that 

Philoponus levels against Aristotle.4 But in 270a12-18, as Leggatt correctly points out, 

Aristotle is not indicating that there might be something that is contrary to ether in virtue 

of its being a substance. Here he just considers whether or not there is a pair of things, one 

                                                             
1 ληπτέον δὴ πρῶτον ὅτι πάντων τῶν ὄντων οὐθὲν οὔτε ποιεῖν πέφυκεν οὔτε πάσχειν τὸ τυχὸν ὑπὸ 
τοῦ τυχόντος, οὐδὲ γίγνεται ὁτιοῦν ἐξ ὁτουοῦν, ἂν µή τις λαµβάνῃ κατὰ συµβεβηκός· πῶς γὰρ ἂν 
γένοιτο λευκὸν ἐκ µουσικοῦ, πλὴν εἰ µὴ συµβεβηκὸς εἴη τῷ µὴ λευκῷ ἢ τῷ µέλανι τὸ µουσικόν; ἀλλὰ 
λευκὸν µὲν γίγνεται ἐξ οὐ λευκοῦ, καὶ τούτου οὐκ ἐκ παντὸς ἀλλ' ἐκ µέλανος ἢ τῶν µεταξύ, καὶ 
µουσικὸν οὐκ ἐκ µουσικοῦ, πλὴν οὐκ ἐκ παντὸς ἀλλ’ ἐξ ἀµούσου ἢ εἴ τι αὐτῶν ἐστι µεταξύ. 
2 As Charlton correctly points out, this doctrine is purely logical rather than empirical. See Charlton 
1970, 66. 
3 Cf. Topics 4.3,123b1-8. 
4 Cf. Wildberg 1987, 92-97. 
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of which has the capacity of moving only in a circular motion, while the other moves only 

in the motion contrary to the circular motion.1 If there were such contrary bodies, they 

would be contraries in so far as they possess opposite capacities. This is why, at 270a18, 

Aristotle states with certainty that if such contraries exist, they must move with contrary 

motions.  

The same argument applies to corruption as well. So, on account of the quoted passages 

above, as long as a piece of ether is involved in generation and corruption, it must have a 

contrary body to which a simple motion that is contrary to the certain circular motion 

conducted by the generated ether, if it can be generated at all, is assigned. Nevertheless, as 

has been proved that there is no movement contrary to any circular movement. It follows 

that it is impossible for any piece of ether to be involved in generation and corruption.  

3.3.2 Ether is not subject to the changes in respect of quantity and quality 

After excluding generation and corruption from the realm of ether, Aristotle proceeds 

to address growth and diminution. He says, 

Again, everything which is subject to growth increases by adding a kindred body, and 
which is subject to diminution diminishes by dissolving into its matter. But there is 
nothing out of which this body can have been generated. (270a22-25)2 

It is true that, if there are two pieces of ether, and if part of one piece is cut off and added 

to another piece, then the quantity of the second piece would be larger while that of the first 

would be smaller at the same time. But, according to my understanding, the question under 

discussion is whether ether, by nature, admits of growth and diminution or not. Thus, in the 

aforementioned case, even if, say, the first piece of ether is increased, this piece of ether 

does not undergo the change as ether, but as an individual. Only if there were something 

that is not ether but changes into ether and attaches itself to the totality of ether, would the 

ether that has been attached be regarded as having been increased in virtue of being ether. 

But this is impossible, as Elders has pointed out in his comment on this passage: ‘Since 

there is no generation there is no increase. For increase supposes the addition of material 

from another body which perishes. But this corruption is impossible, as has been outlined 

                                                             
1 See Leggatt 1995, 183. 
2 Ἀλλὰ µὴν καὶ τὸ αὐξανόµενον ἅπαν αὐξάνεται [καὶ τὸ φθῖνον φθίνει] ὑπὸ συγγενοῦς προσιόντος καὶ 
ἀναλυοµένου εἰς τὴν ὕλην· τούτῳ δ' οὐκ ἔστιν ἐξ οὗ γέγονεν. 
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above.’1 According to Elders’ interpretation, the reason why growth is impossible for ether 

is that the ‘kindred body’, which is added to the increased piece of ether, would have to 

have changed into ether from something other than ether. Because this cannot take place at 

all, it is revealed that ether does not admit of growth. The same argument, mutatis mutandis, 

is applicable to diminution as well. Thus, change in respect of quantity is also excluded 

from the realm of ether. 

The justification that ether does not admit of growth and diminution leads directly to 

an argument that this type of simple body is not subject to alteration either.  

We see, however, all natural bodies which change their properties to be subject to 
increase and diminution. This is the case, for instance, with the bodies of animals and 
their parts and with vegetable bodies, and similarly also with those of the elements. And 
so, if the body which moves with a circular motion cannot admit of increase or 
diminution, it is reasonable to suppose that it is also unalterable. (270a29-35)2 

The arguments above is simple. According to our observation (κατὰ πάθος) of both living 

beings and inanimate bodies, which are composed of the elements, as long as a natural body 

is alterable, it is subject to growth and diminution; therefore, if a natural body is not subject 

to growth and diminution, it is unalterable. Because, as has been already proved, ether does 

not admit of increase and diminution, it cannot undergo alteration either.3 

In this way, it has been proved that any simple body that moves only in circular motion, 

is everlasting and is not involved in any change besides locomotion to which it is assigned. 

In keeping with the tradition in ancient Greek philosophy,4 it is recognized as the celestial 

body, or ether, or the first body, as it is called in 270b3. 

As we shall see, this conclusion has already been accepted and presupposed in 

Aristotle’s further investigations in De Generatione et Corruptione. In his explanation of 

natural phenomena, especially the generation and corruption around us, only the sublunary 

simple bodies, namely, the simple bodies that move straight toward the center and those 

                                                             
1 Elders 1965, 93. 
2 Κατὰ δὲ πάθος ὅσα µεταβάλλει τῶν φυσικῶν σωµάτων, ἔχονθ' ὁρῶµεν πάντα καὶ αὔξησιν καὶ 
φθίσιν, οἷον τά τε τῶν ζῴων σώµατα καὶ τὰ µόρια αὐτῶν καὶ τὰ τῶν φυτῶν, ὁµοίως δὲ καὶ τὰ τῶν 
στοιχείων· ὥστ' εἴπερ τὸ κύκλῳ σῶµα µήτ' αὔξησιν ἔχειν ἐνδέχεται µήτε φθίσιν, εὔλογον καὶ 
ἀναλλοίωτον εἶναι. 
3 As Leggatt points out, because the premise of this argument is empirical, Aristotle can only come to 
a conclusion which is reasonable, rather than absolute (1995, 183-184). 
4 Burnet holds that this tradition can be traced back as far as to the primitive religion of the Greeks, 
which, however, is rejected by the Ionian philosophers (1930, 14-15). 
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that move directly away from the center, might be appealed to directly.  

Before I proceed to investigate the exact number of simple bodies, which will also 

contribute substantially to further inquiries, in order to finish the current justification, it is 

necessary to spell out why it is the case that, according to Aristotle, there is no contrary 

motion to any circular movement. This is the last step to complete Aristotle’s argument that 

ether is immune from any type of change other than locomotion. Only if this proposition, 

which was just provisionally accepted in the previous argument, is successfully defended, 

can we eventually come to the conclusion that ether is not involved in generation and 

corruption, either in virtue of itself or as a component of compounded bodies. 

 

3.4 Circular motion does not have a contrary 

I have argued in the previous section that, in the second part of DC I.3, Aristotle 

confirms that ether is not subject to the changes in respect of substance, quantity and quality. 

This confirmation, as I have shown in the previous section, is justified on the basis of an 

assumption that any circular motion does not have a contrary motion. This assumption, 

however, has not yet been defended. In DC I.4, several strict arguments are supplied in 

support of this assumption. It is on the basis of these arguments that the justification that 

ether is excluded from the changes besides locomotion, ultimately rests. Owing to their 

important role in Aristotle’s overall justification, these arguments are worth a close look. 

In this section, I will interpret Aristotle’s arguments provided in DC I.4. I will argue 

that, in this chapter, Aristotle excludes all possible candidate contraries to circular motion. 

As I have shown in §3.3.1, all contraries belong to the same genus, and the motion that is 

contrary to the circular motion with which the piece of generated ether moves, if it can be 

generated at all, must be a simple motion as well. On the other hand, as has been shown in 

§2.1.2, there are only three types of simple motions, two of which are rectilinear simple 

motions, and one of which is a circular motion. In order to prove that the contrary of a 

circular motion does not exist, the strategy is, naturally, the method of exclusion. As long 

as all candidates are eliminated, it can be proved that there is no simple motion contrary to 

circular motion.  

First, as I will show in §3.4.1, none of the other types of simple motions, i.e., the two 
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types of rectilinear simple motion, is contrary to a circular motion; then, in §3.4.2, I will 

show that, for any specific circular motion, there is no circular motion contrary to that 

motion. Accordingly, two further conclusions can be drawn from these two propositions: 

on the one hand, none of the other types of simple bodies is contrary to the kind of simple 

body that moves only in a circular motion; and, on the other hand, this kind of simple body 

cannot be differentiated into distinct types. Only once these arguments have been 

expounded, can we safely declare that each of the simple bodies moving only in a circular 

motion does not have a contrary, and, therefore, can we ultimately come to the conclusion 

that ether does not admit of any type of natural change besides locomotion, that is, it does 

not admit of generation and corruption, growth and diminution, and alteration.  

3.4.1 Rectilinear movement is not contrary to circular movement 

The first candidate contrary to circular motion that is eliminated is rectilinear motion. 

As Aristotle indicates at the beginning of DC I.4, it seems natural to suppose that rectilinear 

movement is contrary to circular movement. 1  This candidate, however, is excluded 

without hesitation:  

But the rectilinear motions are opposed to one another by reason of their places; for up 
and down is both a difference and a contrary in place. (271a3-5)2 

In this passage, Aristotle denies that rectilinear motion can be identified with the contrary 

of circular motion, but this argument is conspicuously elliptical. Here he has just pointed 

out that rectilinear simple motion itself consists of a pair of contrary simple motions. It is 

not yet clear why it is the case that rectilinear motion, which can be further distinguished 

into a pair of contrary motions, cannot be the contrary of circular motion at the same time. 

Thre are two traditional ways of interpreting this justification. 

One interpretation is preserved in Simplicius’ commentary. It can be traced back to 

Alexander, and in modern times is advocated by Guthrie.3  This interpretation can be 

formulized as a reductio ad absurdum: 

(1) Suppose that rectilinear motion is contrary to circular motion. 

(2) Rectilinear motion can be further distinguished into straight upward motion and 

                                                             
1 See DC I.4, 270b33: πρῶτον µὲν ὅτι τῇ περιφερεῖ τὴν εὐθεῖαν ἀντικεῖσθαι µάλιστα τίθεµεν. 
2 Αἱ δ’ ἐπὶ τῆς εὐθείας ἀλλήλαις ἀντίκεινται διὰ τοὺς τόπους· τὸ γὰρ ἄνω κάτω τόπου τέ ἐστι διαφορὰ 
καὶ ἐναντίωσις. 
3 Alexander, ap. Simplicius, 153, 23-24; Guthrie 1939, 26. 
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straight downward motion. 

(3) Straight upward motion is contrary to straight downward motion. 

(4) One thing is contrary to one thing 

(5) Hence, according to (1) and (2), both straight upward motion and straight 

downward motion are contrary to circular motion. 

(6) Hence, according to (3) and (5), straight upward motion is contrary to both straight 

downward motion and circular motion. 

(7) Hence, according to (3) and (5), straight downward motion is contrary to both 

straight upward motion and circular motion. 

(8) Both (6) and (7) contradict (4). 

(9) The original assumption that rectilinear motion is contrary to circular motion is 

not correct. 

This deductive justification, in my view, is not unproblematic. For instance, in (5), it is 

indeed correct that both straight upward motion and straight downward motion can be 

identified with the contrary of circular motion, but this fails to recognize that it is in virtue 

of being a type of rectilinear motion, rather than in virtue of itself, that straight upward 

motion, or straight downward motion, is identified with the contrary of circular motion. In 

(3), however, it is in virtue of being itself, rather than in virtue of being a type of rectilinear 

motion that straight upward motion is contrary to straight downward motion. Therefore, it 

seems to me that, in (6), it is not in the same sense that straight upward motion is contrary 

to straight downward motion on the one hand, and contrary to circular motion on the other 

hand. This is the case in (7). It is, of course, possible for X, in virtue of being the genus of 

X, to be contrary to A, and, at the same time, to be contrary to B in virtue of itself.1 If this 

were what Aristotle has in mind, he definitely would have to add further arguments to 

supplement the justification above, which is not adequate as it stands. 

In addition to Alexander’s proposal, Stock provides us with an alternative 

interpretation of Aristotle’s denial that rectilinear motion is contrary to circular motion.2 

According to Stock, it is because circular motion and rectilinear motion do not move 

towards contrary places that they cannot be regarded as a pair of contrary motions. It seems 

to me that this interpretation is more plausible. In Physics V.5, Aristotle gives us an account 

                                                             
1 Hankinson mentions the example of virtue of character (2009, 112-113, n.60). 
2 Stock 1922, n.1 at 271a6. 
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of the contrary changes. He says, 

Thus two changes are contrary to each other only when one is a change from a contrary 
to the opposite contrary and the other is a change from the latter to the former. (229b21-
22)1 

Based on this passage, only if the ends of two changes, or, specifically in the case of 

locomotion, the destinations of two movements, are contraries, are the movements through 

which the contrary destinations are reached by also contraries. That this account is 

applicable to the present discussion is confirmed several lines later at 271a19.2 According 

to this criterion, only those two rectilinear simple motions are contrary motions, since one 

of them moves straight to the upper region, while the other moves straight downward, and 

up and down are a pair of contrary places. On the other hand, the body which moves only 

with circular motion, as this type of motion is defined, does not change its place at all, so 

it is reasonable to exclude rectilinear motion as a candidate motion contrary to circular 

motion. This interpretation is also the interpretation endorsed by Elders in his commentary.3 

Now, in order to nail the conclusion that ether is not subject to any type of natural 

change besides locomotion, we must explain why it cannot be the case that one circular 

motion is contrary to another circular motion.  

3.4.2 Circular motions are not contrary to circular motions 

Since the contrary of a circular motion must be a simple motion as well, and rectilinear 

motion cannot be the contrary of circular motion, the only remaining candidate motion that 

could be the contrary of circular motion is another circular motion. In the succeeding 

discussion, I largely accept Noble’s interpretation of the remaining arguments in DC I.4,4 

and, especially, his emendation of the final passage of the same chapter, viz., 271a19-33. 

Now, I am going to associate Aristotle’s arguments with what he has argued in DC I.2. 

This connection will, in turn, support Noble’s general understanding of DC I.4.  

3.4.2.1 Clockwise circular motion versus counterclockwise circular motion 

In his refutation of the idea that a circular motion can be the contrary of another circular 
                                                             
1 κίνησις µὲν δὴ κινήσει ἐναντία οὕτως ἡ ἐξ ἐναντίου εἰς ἐναντίον τῇ ἐξ ἐναντίου εἰς ἐναντίον. 
2 Cf. DC I.6, 273a8-9, ἐναντίαι γὰρ αἱ φοραὶ ἡ ἄνω καὶ ἡ κάτω, αἱ δ’ ἐναντίαι εἰς ἐναντίους τόπους. 
3 See Elders 1965, 99. 
4 The only disagreement between Noble and I, as we shall see in §3.4.2.2, is about the interpretation 
of the reductio argument in 271a28-33. 
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motion, Aristotle begins by emphasizing the distinction between circular motion and other 

linear motions. In his view, of all types the of locomotion, only circular motion is unlimited. 

In contrast with circular motion, any linear motion, whether it moves over a straight line or 

a semicircle, is limited, since it is limited by its starting point and ending point. In the case 

of circular motions, however, there are no such limits. Therefore, circular motion is 

regarded as the only type of unlimited motion, and distinguished from any linear motion in 

this respect.1 

Then, from 271a19-a33, Aristotle focuses on the case of true circular motions. Noble 

reconstructs the first argument in this passage in the following way: 

But surely, not even the circular motion from A to B is contrary to the circular motion 
from A to Γ. For the motion is from the same to the same, whereas contrary motion is 
defined as motion from contrary to contrary. (271a19-22) … For it would be to the 
same, it is necessary that what moves in a circle from any point arrive at all the contrary 
places alike (and the contraries of place are above and below, in front and behind, right 
and left), and the contraries in motion are in accordance with the contraries of places. 
(271a23-28)2 

                                                             
1 Cf. Noble 2013, 397-404. The crux of the matter is how to understand 271a9-10, αὕτη γὰρ 
πεπέρανται, περιφερεῖς δ’ ἄπειροι ἂν εἶεν περὶ τὰ αὐτὰ σηµεῖα. There is a traditional interpretation of 
this passage according to which the πεπέρανται and the ἄπειροι in this text are construed as the limited 
and the unlimited number of loci through which an object may travel across the same start-and 
endpoints. Leggatt translates the sentence in the following way: ‘for this [sc. the straight line between 
two points] is limited, but there would be an unlimited number of curves about the same points’ (1995, 
59). On the other hand, according to Noble, the comparison between πεπέρανται and ἄπειροι indicates 
that circular motion ‘traverses a series of unbounded (or an unlimited series of) circular paths’, while 
any other linear motion, regardless of whether it moves over a semicircle or a straight line, traverses a 
finite path. Cf. Noble 2013, 399-404.  

Besides what Noble has put in his paper, according to what I have argued in § 2.1.2, it is true that 
the locus of the circular motion in questions is a circle, but not any locomotion whose locus is a circle 
is a circular motion. Strictly speaking, if, and only if, the center of the figure over which a body moves 
is exactly the center of the universe, the locomotion with which the body moves is a circular motion. 
So, if there were a body moving in a proper circular motion through two points, by which a linear 
motion is limited, there would be only one possible circle over which it moves, since the center of the 
circle must be exactly the center of the universe. Therefore, it is more reasonable to construe the 
πεπέρανται as the finitude of the locus of linear motion, rather than its singularity, and the ἄπειροι as 
the endlessness of the circular movement, rather than the multiplicity of the possible loci over which a 
body can move through two points.  

In this way, the ὁµοίως at 271a10 and at 271a13, which sets off the two subsequent arguments, 
can be better understood. According to this reading, in these two arguments, Aristotle argues that it is 
because the motions over semicircles, regardless of direction, are as limited as rectilinear motions that 
they are distinct from circular motions.  
2 Ἀλλὰ µὴν οὐδ' ἡ ἀπὸ τοῦ Α ἐπὶ τὸ Β κύκλῳ φορὰ ἐναντία τῇ ἀπὸ τοῦ Α ἐπὶ τὸ Γ· ἐκ ταὐτοῦ γὰρ εἰς 
ταὐτὸ ἡ κίνησις, ἡ δ' ἐναντία διωρίσθη φορὰ ἐκ τοῦ ἐναντίου εἰς τὸ ἐναντίον……ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ γάρ, ὅτι 
ἀνάγκη τὸ κύκλῳ φερόµενον ὁποθενοῦν ἀρξάµενον εἰς πάντας ὁµοίως ἀφικνεῖσθαι τοὺς ἐναντίους 
τόπους (εἰσὶ δὲ τόπου ἐναντιότητες τὸ ἄνω καὶ κάτω καὶ τὸ πρόσθιον καὶ ὀπίσθιον καὶ τὸ δεξιὸν καὶ 
ἀριστερόν), αἱ δὲ τῆς φορᾶς ἐναντιώσεις κατὰ τὰς τῶν τόπων εἰσὶν ἐναντιώσεις·  

Moraux and Leggatt suggest that 271a23-28 should be placed after 271a17-19 and constitutes an 
integrated argument. In repudiating this proposal, see Noble 2013, 403-408, esp., n.19.  
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According to Noble’s emendation, the text of 271a19-22 and 271a23-28 quoted above 

form a single integrated argument (while 271a22-23 and 271a28-

33 constitute another argument). It is in these two arguments that 

Aristotle directly answers the question of why it is the case that a 

proper circular motion, i.e., a motion whose locus is a whole 

circle rather than any part of a circle (this has been discussed in 

his previous arguments), cannot be the contrary motion of another. For Aristotle, even if 

two circular motions share the same loci but move in different directions, viz., one moves 

clockwise while the other moves counterclockwise, they are still not contrary motions. In 

support of this view, Aristotle explains in 271a20-22 that, only if the endpoint of a motion 

is the contrary place of its start point, is it possible for this movement to have a contrary 

motion. In regard to circular motion, the starting point and the ending point of a circular 

motion are the same; therefore, it is impossible for a circular motion to have a contrary. 

This argument is apparently built on the basis of Aristotle’s definition of contrary 

motion, which he puts forward in Physics V.5. According to this definition, only those 

motions whose starting and ending points are contraries are contrary motions. More 

specifically, the criterion according to which two motions are recognized as a pair of 

contraries can be formulated in the following way: only if a body moves with a motion M1 

from X to Y, and a body moves with a motion M2 from Y to X, and X and Y are contrary 

places, are M1 and M2 contrary motions. But circular motions do not have two distinct 

starting points and ending points. As Aristotle emphasizes at 271a20 and 271a23, the 

destination to which a circular motion moves, regardless of the direction, is the same as its 

starting point.1 Suppose that, over a same circle O, there are two circular motions, C1 and 

C2, that start from a certain point, A, and move back to point A along the circle O, and C1 

moves clockwise, while C2 moves counterclockwise. In a case such as this, both C1 and C2 

can be understood as moving from A to A. Since A is not the contrary of A, it is apparent 

that C1 and C2 are not contrary motions, according to the criterion mooted above, even 

though they move in opposite directions.  

The above argument has, apparently, already eliminated the possibility that one 

circular motion is contrary to another, but in 271a23-28, Aristotle envisages another 

                                                             
1 Cf. Physics VIII.8, 264b9-19. 
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possibility, which he rules out. Suppose two points, B and Γ, are diametrically opposed to 

one another on a same circle, O, over which two circular motions, C1 and C2, move, and 

suppose that C1 goes from B to B, while C2 goes from Γ to Γ. In this case, since the starting 

point of C1, namely B, is the contrary of the staring point of C2, namely Γ, and the ending 

point of C1, namely B, is also the contrary of the ending point of C2, namely Γ, then should 

we admit that, according to the definition of contrary motion, formulated above, C1 is 

contrary to C2? Aristotle’s answer to this is ‘No’ as well. His rejection of this view is 

derived from the idea that circular motion is infinite. It has been shown that, in contrast 

with limited linear motions, any true circular motion is endless; from which it follows that 

any point on its circut, regardless of the direction of the motion, can be regarded as its 

starting point and/or ending point. Thus, no circular motion specifically starts from a certain 

point on the circle whose circumference it traces. In other words, for any circular motion 

over the circle O, both B and Γ can be regarded as the destination of both C1 and C2. Thus, 

the last possibile way in which one circular motion could be the contrary of another is ruled 

out. 

To conclude, moving in opposite directions turns out to be a necessary but not a 

sufficient condition for being contrary motions. In the case of rectilinear motions, it is 

correct that the directions of a pair of contrary motions are contrary, but the contrariety of 

the opposite directions is fundamentally determined by the contrariety of the starting and 

ending points of the contrary motions. If the contrary directions does not indicate the 

contrariety of the starting point and ending point of the two motions, as in the case of the 

clockwise and counterclockwise circular motions over the same circle, then the pair of 

motions cannot be classified as contrary to one another. 

3.4.2.2 The reductio argument 

The whole argument at 271a19-22 and 271a23-28 is built on the basis of Aristotle’s 

own definition of contrary motion. Its conclusion, that a clockwise circular motion is not 

contrary to another counterclockwise circular motion over the same circle, however, is 

counterintuitive. In our everyday language, it seems to be acceptable to assert that a 

clockwise circular motion is contrary to a counterclockwise circular motion as long as they 

both trace the same circle. Aristotle himself admits in DC II.2, some heavenly bodies rotate 

westwards while some others rotate eastwards, and Philoponus holds that Aristotle in fact 
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has two distinct understandings of contrary motion, one applied to circular motion, and the 

other to rectilinear motion.1 Aristotle is well-aware that his conclusion, drawn on the basis 

of his definition of contrary motion, is not so easy to accept. Immediately after this 

argument, he gives a reductio ad absurdum. Though it is independent of his definition of 

contrary motion, which was appealed to in the previous arguments, it reaches the same 

conclusion. He says: 

But even if circular motion were contrary to circular motion, one of the two circular 
motions would be in vain. (271a22-23) … For if the motions were equal, there would 
not be a motion of the bodies, but if one of the two motions were to prevail, the other 
motion would not exist. As a result, if there were both bodies, one of the two bodies 
would be in vain since it would not be moving with its natural motion. For we say that 
the shoe which is not worn is in vain. But god and nature make nothing in vain. (271a28-
33)2 

As has been revealed above, 271a23-28 is considered to be part of the previous 

argument, which appeals to Aristotle’s specific definition of contrary motion. The reductio 

under discussion, therefore, runs from 271a22-23 and 271a28-33. Hankinson is correct in 

pointing out that, in this last argument, Aristotle reveals the significance of his exclusion 

of circular motion from the realm of contrariety in his natural investigation.3 But his 

interpretation of the details of these passages is problematic. Hankinson admits that the 

circular motions in opposite directions, viz., clockwise circular motion and 

counterclockwise circular motion, exist de facto in Aristotle’s cosmological system. He 

argues, then, that it is because they do not impede each other that such circular motions 

cannot be regarded as contrary motions.4 But as Noble points out, this reading requires that 

clockwise and counterclockwise motions on the same path count as contrary motions, and 

that they are contrary in virtue of impeding each other. 5  This, however, appears to 

contradict what Aristotle has proved in the previous argument, according to which circular 

motions are not contraries in any case.  

                                                             
1 Philoponus, ap. Simplicius, 190, 2-31, and 192,15-23. Cf. also Noble 2013, 412. 
2 Εἰ δὲ καὶ ἦν ἡ κύκλῳ τῇ κύκλῳ ἐναντία, µάτην ἂν ἦν ἡ ἑτέρα·…… εἰ µὲν γὰρ ἴσαι ἦσαν, οὐκ ἂν ἦν 
κίνησις αὐτῶν, εἰ δ' ἡ ἑτέρα κίνησις ἐκράτει, ἡ ἑτέρα οὐκ ἂν ἦν. Ὥστ' εἰ ἀµφότερα ἦν, µάτην ἂν 
θάτερον ἦν σῶµα µὴ κινούµενον τὴν αὑτοῦ κίνησιν· µάτην γὰρ ὑπόδηµα τοῦτο λέγοµεν, οὗ µή ἐστιν 
ὑπόδεσις. Ὁ δὲ θεὸς καὶ ἡ φύσις οὐδὲν µάτην ποιοῦσιν. 
3 See Hankinson 2009, 115. He says, “why should Aristotle be so concerned to abstract circular 
motion from the realms of contrariety? The answer to that is to be found not in logic or mathematics, 
but in physics. The final considerations of De caelo 1.4 are physical—and metaphysical—in nature.” 
4 See Hankinson 2009, 115-116. 
5 Noble 2013, 410. 
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Noble correctly points out that Aristotle indicates here that the simple body that moves 

only in a circular motion cannot be subdivided into more than one species. Moreover, 

according to his interpretation of the quoted passages, if two circular motions were contrary 

to one another, then at least two types of elements that move only in a circular motion 

would be distinguished. However, on this interpretation, Noble has supposed that if there 

were two types of elements, each of which moves only in one of the contrary circular 

motions, some of them would have to be mixed with each other. According to Noble, it is 

this supposition upon which the reductio in 271a28-33 is based. His argument can be 

reconstructed in the following way: 

(1) If there were two contrary circular motions, then the simple bodies that move only 

in a circular motion would be distinguished into two species.1 

(2) If there were two types of elements, each of which moves only in one of the contrary 

circular motions, then some of them would have to be mixed with each other. 

(3) But, if they were mixed with each other, at least one of the elements would not 

fulfill its natural motion, and the existence of this element in the mixture would be 

in vain.  

(4) According to (3), there cannot be two distinct simple bodies that move only in a 

circular motion mixed with each other. 

(5) According to (2) and (4), the simple bodies that move only in a circular motion 

cannot be distinguished into two species. 

(6) Therefore, according to (1) and (5), no circular motion has a contrary motion. 

It seems to me that, premise (2) above is questionable, and Noble goes to a great effort 

arguing that it is questionable.2 However, if we relate the reductio argument at 271a28-33 

to Aristotle’s characterization of simple motion as an explanatory factor of the complexity 

of locomotion in DC I.2, as I have argued in §2.1.3, then the difficulty can be avoided.  

It is conspicuous that, at 271a28-33, Aristotle suggests that even if a circular motion is 

                                                             
1 Noble 2013, 410. On his view, it is not altogether clear whether Aristotle thinks that the existence of 
an additional kind of simple motion would imply the existence of a corresponding element or only the 
possibility of its existence. But, as I have shown in chapter 2, as long as there is a type of simple 
motion to which other motions can be reduced, it would be assigned to a particular type of simple 
body that is different from other natural bodies in virtue of itself. 
2 Noble 2013, 407. Here he admits that ‘the problematic scenario Aristotle describes could perhaps be 
avoided if the two proposed elements were to move along different paths in the heavens. Nothing in 
the argument, so far as I can tell, positively rules this scenario out.’ 
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identified with a combination of two contrary circular motions, if there were such contrary 

circular motions, at least one of these two motions would fail in fulfilling and expressing 

its explanatory power properly. In the interest of economy, it is not necessary to make this 

identification. Therefore, in my view, if we realize that the differentiation of contrary 

circular motions does not contribute to a better understanding of any circular motion, since 

any circular motion does not have to be analyzed into a combination of contrary circular 

motions, we may safely come to the conclusion that this differentiation is in vain in the 

explanation of the locomotion taking place in the superlunary field. In other words, even if, 

tracing the same circle, there were a pair of contrary circular motions, say, clockwise and 

counterclockwise circular motions, they would not be necessary to explain any circular 

movement performed by the heavenly bodies.  

If this interpretation is reasonable, what Aristotle denies in the reductio is hardly the 

existence of contrary motions. What he indicates here is that two circular motions tracing 

the same circle but in opposite directions do not necessarily count as contrary circular 

motions, or, more specifically, two distinct simple motions in virtue of themselves.1 At the 

beginning of DC II.5, Aristotle explicitly admits that there are circular motions in different, 

or even opposite, directions.2 We do not have to presume that the passages quoted above 

are in conflict with the passages several chapters later. As I have argued above, however, 

since the distinction between clockwise and counterclockwise circular motions does not 

contribute to the explanation of the complexity of the locomotion of the heavenly bodies, 

they do not necessarily have to be regarded as two distinct types of simple motions. On the 

contrary, if the circular motions over the same circle, but in opposite directions, are not 

contrary motions, then the circular motions performed by heavenly bodies would be as 

simple as they are. In this way, what Aristotle really suggests in 271a22-23 is that the 

assumption that one of circular motions is the contrary of another is purposeless. For 

Aristotle, it is just pointless to assume that one circular motion is contrary to another 

circular motion, even if they de facto move in opposed directions, say, one moves 

clockwise while the other moves counterclockwise. 

                                                             
1 In this case, their differences are accidental, rather than essential. In contrast with this, if they were 
contrary motions, as Aristotle assumes in the text, they would be different in virtue of themselves, but 
be the same in virtue of being circular motions. 
2 DC II.5, 287b22ff., Ἐπεὶ δ' ἔστι διχῶς ἐπὶ τοῦ κύκλου κινηθῆναι, οἷον ἀπὸ τοῦ Α τὴν µὲν ἐπὶ τὸ Β 
τὴν δ' ἐπὶ τὸ Γ, ὅτι µὲν οὖν οὐκ εἰσὶν ἐναντίαι αὗται, πρότερον εἴρηται. 



 69 

Thus, as has been argued in this section, neither a rectilinear simple motion nor a 

circular motion can be the contrary of any circular motion. Since the contrary of a circular 

motion, if it exists at all, must be as simple as the circular motion, and since there are no 

other simple motions besides rectilinear simple motions and circular motions, it follows 

that no circular motion has a contrary motion. This is what is added in DC I.4 in support of 

DC I.3, where Aristotle makes it clear that ether, the simple body of which the superlunary 

realm is composed, does not admit of any change other than locomotion. Therefore, ether 

is excluded from the list of simple bodies that are directly involved in generation and 

corruption, growth and diminution, and alteration. 

 In the next chapter, in order to single out the ingredients of the physical things that 

are subject to the changes other than locomotion, I shall consider the number of the simple 

bodies of which those physical bodies are composed and explain why they are involved in 

such changes. 
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4. What is responsible for the change other than locomotion (II) 

As has been shown in the previous chapter, only the sublunary simple bodies are 

subject to the changes besides locomotion. In order to make it clear what exactly are the 

simple bodies that serve as explanatory factors of the enquiry into such changes, especially 

generation and corruption, are, Aristotle is now in a position to answer the second question 

that was posed at the beginning of the Chapter 3 chapter: What is the exact number of the 

terrestrial simple bodies? And he is in a position to provide us with an exhaustive list of 

these simple bodies.  

This question, as I understand it, is completely answered in De Caelo III and IV. 

According to my interpretation of these two books, Aristotle here moves from an 

explanation of locomotion to an investigation into coming-to-be and passing-away, and 

determines the final list of the corporeal elements of which the changeable and mutable 

individuals are composed.  

The deduction of simple bodies in De Caelo is often take to be as incomplete. As 

Solmsen claims, ‘in the sublunary world Aristotle could find only two natural movements 

that would correspond to the circular motion of the body in the celestial zone. Yet as he has 

no thought of reducing the four elements to two, he has in the end to employ arguments of 

a somewhat different type - ungenerous critics might speak of special pleading - to arrive 

at the four that the Timaeus and the Academy had recognized.’1 This position, which in 

my view underestimates the completeness and strictness of the deduction of simple bodies 

in De Caelo, has many supporters.2 As I shall argue, if De Caelo is read carefully, a 

rigorous argument about the number of simple bodies can be reconstructed. In this chapter, 

I shall present the complete deduction of the number of simple bodies, on account of which 

the way simple bodies are characterized is revealed.  

In this chapter, I shall first explain why Aristotle feels the need to explore the exact 

                                                             
1 See Solmsen 1960, 295. Cf. 1960, 282ff. 
2 According to Gill 2009, 145, the reason why intermediate elements, viz. water and air, exist is to be 
found in De Generatione et Corruptione, rather than De Caelo. In the same collection, Matthen 
explicitly declares that ‘Aristotle’s main motivation for positing four sublunary elements instead of 
two comes not from considerations of natural place and natural movement, but from the qualitative 
considerations—four elements are needed to accommodate all compatible pairings of hot-cold and 
dry-wet (De gen. et corr. 2.2)’ (Matthen 2009, 125-127); see also Berman 2018, 3, n. 6. This 
understanding can be traced back as far as Simplicius, who complains that the deduction in De 
Generatione et Corruptione is more precise than that in De Caelo. See Simplicius 2009, 115. 
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number of the sublunary simple bodies. Then, I shall reconstruct Aristotle’s deduction 

according to which, as I shall argue, the number of the sublunary simple bodies that is 

ultimately settled in De Caelo is as rigorous as that in De Generatione et Corruptione. 

Finally, the way in which the sublunary simple bodies are characterized will be spelled out. 

 

4.1 Elements and Aristotle’s investigation into the corruptible things 

At the beginning of DC III.1, after summarizing what has been discussed in the first 

two books,1 and reiterating the scope of natural investigations, which has been addressed 

at the beginning of the treatise,2 Aristotle immediately points out the close connection 

between the forgoing investigation into the sublunary simple bodies and the phenomena of 

generation and corruption. He says: 

Since, then, we have spoken of the primary element, of its nature, and of its freedom 
from destruction and generation, it remains to speak of the other two. In speaking of 
them we shall be obliged also to inquire into generation and destruction. For if there is 
generation anywhere, it must be in these elements and things composed of them. 
(298b6-11)3  

In this passage, as soon as the sublunary simple bodies are distinguished from the primary 

element, namely ether, they are immediately associated with an inquiry into generation and 

corruption. Here Aristotle’s recalls the conclusion previous discussion that ether, or the 

primary element, is excluded from generation and corruption, and is separated from the 

other two groups of simple bodies, namely, the sublunary simple bodies, which move 

directly towards the center of the universe and directly away from the center of the universe. 

On the basis of the fact that ether is not involved in the changes other than locomotion, 

Aristotle maintains that, if generation and corruption exist, they must take place in the realm 

of the simple bodies, other than ether. In this way, those simple bodies apart from ether are 

characterized as the corporeal elements, or the fundamental components of corruptible 

things. 
                                                             
1 298a24-27: Περὶ µὲν οὖν τοῦ πρώτου οὐρανοῦ καὶ τῶν µερῶν, ἔτι δὲ περὶ τῶν ἐν αὐτῷ φεροµένων 
ἄστρων, ἐκ τίνων τε συνεστᾶσι καὶ ποῖ’ ἄττα τὴν φύσιν ἐστί, πρὸς δὲ τούτοις ὅτι ἀγένητα καὶ 
ἄφθαρτα. 
2 298a28: τὰ µέν ἐστιν οὐσίαι, τὰ δ’ ἔργα καὶ πάθη τούτων. Cf. 268aff. 
3 Περὶ µὲν οὖν τοῦ πρώτου τῶν στοιχείων εἴρηται, καὶ ποῖόν τι τὴν φύσιν, καὶ ὅτι ἄφθαρτον καὶ 
ἀγένητον· λοιπὸν δὲ περὶ τοῖν δυοῖν εἰπεῖν. Ἅµα δὲ συµβήσεται περὶ τούτων λέγουσι καὶ περὶ 
γενέσεως καὶ φθορᾶς διασκέψασθαι· γένεσις γὰρ ἤτοι τὸ παράπαν οὐκ ἔστιν, ἢ µόνον ἐν τούτοις τοῖς 
στοιχείοις καὶ τοῖς ἐκ τούτων ἐστίν. 
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Having this in mind, Aristotle deviates from the discussion of simple bodies to a series 

of arguments in support of the idea that generation is a fact, rather than an illusion.1 It is 

not before the beginning of DC III.3 that Aristotle returns to the investigation into simple 

bodies, in the interest of an inquiry into generation and corruption. Here he declares that 

the sublunary elements serve ther role of important explanatory factors with respect to the 

phenomena of generation and corruption. He says:  

It remains to say what bodies are subject to generation, and why. Since in every case 
knowledge depends on what is primary, and the elements are the primary constituents 
of bodies, we must ask which of such bodies are elements, and why; and after that what 
is their number and character. (302a10-14)2 

In explaining the necessity of his clarification of the realm of generation, Aristotle echoes 

what he has articulated in the preamble to Physics I.3 In his view, in any inquiry, only if 

the first principles and the elements of things are grasped, can we claim that these things 

have been understood. Likewise, since the notion of simple body, or the corporeal elements, 

has been introduced through an analysis of the complexity and variety of locomotion, in 

order to arrive at a better understanding of the changes other than locomotion, especially 

generation and corruption, to which a certain group of physical things are subject, it is 

necessary to make clear the primary constituents of these physical things at the first place. 

Thus, Aristotle poses the following four questions here concerning the corporeal elements 

of which the corruptible things are composed: (1) Which are the elements?4 (2) Why are 

there elements?5 (3) What is their number? (4) What is their character?  

                                                             
1 In DC III.1, Aristotle splits the views of his predecessors on generation into three groups: (1) 
generation is merely an illusion, only what-is is free from generation and corruption; (2) all physical 
things are in a flux of generation and corruption, nothing is ingenerated and incorruptible; (3) all 
physical things, which are subject to generation and corruption, are composed of surfaces and lines, 
which are ungenerated and incorruptible by themselves. In this chapter, Aristotle criticizes the third 
view, so as to reveal that all physical bodies, either simple bodies or complex bodies, cannot be 
reduced to some simpler geometrical figure. Therefore, the fundamental components of physical 
things, if they exist, must be bodies, rather than surfaces or lines. In DC III.2, Aristotle confirms the 
way in which the two groups of sublunary simple bodies are characterized in the DC I.2 in terms of the 
straight downward motion and the straight upward motion, or heavy and light. 
2 Λοιπὸν δ’ εἰπεῖν τίνων τέ ἐστι γένεσις σωµάτων, καὶ διὰ τί ἐστιν. Ἐπεὶ οὖν ἐν ἅπασιν ἡ γνῶσις διὰ 
τῶν πρώτων,  πρῶτα δὲ τῶν ἐνυπαρχόντων τὰ στοιχεῖα, σκεπτέον ποῖα τῶν τοιούτων σωµάτων ἐστὶ 
στοιχεῖα, καὶ διὰ τί ἐστιν, ἔπειτα µετὰ ταῦτα πόσα καὶ ποῖ’ ἄττα. 
3 Physics A. 1, 184a12-14, τότε γὰρ οἰόµεθα γιγνώσκειν ἕκαστον, ὅταν τὰ αἴτια γνωρίσωµεν τὰ 
πρῶτα καὶ τὰς ἀρχὰς τὰς πρώτας καὶ µέχρι τῶν στοιχείων. 
4 As Kouremenos correctly points out, the phrase τῶν τοιούτων σωµάτων at 302a13 refers to all 
bodies such as those Aristotle mentions in 302a21-22. See Kouremenos 2013,77. 
5 Here I follow Elders’ interpretation, see Elders 1965, 293. In his opinion, the phrase διὰ τί ἐστιν 
means why elements exist, rather than why bodies as such are the elements of the other natural bodies. 
This understanding, in my opinion, is supported by 302a19-20, εἰ δὴ τὸ εἰρηµένον ἐστὶ στοιχεῖον, 
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In response to the first question, he defines the notion of element as a body into which 

other bodies may be analyzed, and which is not itself divisible into bodies different in 

form.1 This definition is derived from his characterization of a simple body as a thing of 

which the compounds are composed in DC I.2.2 Through this definition, Aristotle for the 

first time asks how the corporeal elements exist in the compound bodies. Since this question 

is to be answered in De Generatione et Corruptione, I will postpone the examination of 

this definition to the second part of this dissertation.  

Regarding question 2 (Why do the elements exist?), Aristotle picks up his argument in 

DC I.2, and argues that: 

But since every natural body has its proper movement, and movements are either simple 
or mixed, mixed in mixed bodies and simple in simple, there must obviously be simple 
bodies; for there are simple movements. (302b5-9)3 

As has been explained in chapter 2, the notion of a simple body is introduced in terms of 

an analysis of the complexity and variety of all possible locomotion of physical things. 

According to this analysis, simple motions are the explanatory factors to which all complex 

motions can be reduced. Since these factors cannot exist independently, their explanatory 

power should, if it exists, be assigned to, at least, one type of simple body as its proper 

subject. Therefore, simple bodies are identified with the natural bodies, each of which by 

nature can, and can only, move with a single kind of simple motion to which all possible 

locomotion can be reduced. This is why Aristotle feels the need to commit to the existence 

of simple bodies. By the end of DC III.3, the first two of the questions listed above have 

been answered.  

Although the number of the simple bodies of the corruptible things has been explored 

immediately after DC III.3, the subsequent two chapters, i.e., chapters 4 and 5, in which 

Aristotle argues that the number of the corporeal elements is neither infinite nor one, are 

                                                             

ἀνάγκη εἶναι ἄττα τοιαῦτα τῶν σωµάτων. Here, as soon as the definition of στοιχεῖον is put forward, 
echoing the sequences of the first two questions, Aristotle asserts that the elements which are defined 
as such must exist and then explains why it is the case.  
1 DC III.3, 302a16-18: εἰς ὃ τἆλλα σώµατα διαιρεῖται, ἐνυπάρχον δυνάµει ἢ ἐνεργείᾳ (τοῦτο γὰρ 
ποτέρως, ἔτι ἀµφισβητήσιµον), αὐτὸ δ' ἐστὶν ἀδιαίρετον εἰς ἕτερα τῷ εἴδει. 
2 DC I.2, 268b26-27: Ἐπεὶ δὲ τῶν σωµάτων τὰ µέν ἐστιν ἁπλᾶ τὰ δὲ σύνθετα ἐκ τούτων. 
3 Ἐπεὶ δ’ ἐστὶ παντὸς φυσικοῦ σώµατος κίνησις οἰκεία, τῶν δὲ κινήσεων αἱ µὲν ἁπλαῖ αἱ δὲ µικταί, 
καὶ αἱ µὲν µικταὶ τῶν µικτῶν, αἱ δὲ ἁπλαῖ τῶν ἁπλῶν εἰσι, φανερὸν ὅτι ἔσται ἄττα σώµατα ἁπλᾶ. Εἰσὶ 
γὰρ καὶ κινήσεις ἁπλαῖ. 
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polemic.1 It is from DC III.6 that Aristotle begins to provide us with his own deduction of 

these simple bodies. Now we shall consider how he comes to the conclusion that the 

number of the sublunary simple bodies is four and differentiates them from one another. 

 

4.2 Two contraries and the immediate simple bodies 

In DC I.2, Aristotle distinguishes three kinds of simple bodies in accordance with his 

differentiation of three types of simple motions. As has been shown in the previous chapters, 

there is one type of simple body, moving with only circular simple motion, which belongs 

to the celestial field, and two types of simple bodies which belong to the sublunary field. 

Because one sublunary simple body moves away from the center of the universe, while the 

other towards the center, they are called either heavy or light.2  

The fact that the simple bodies which are subject to generation and corruption are 

distinguished into two groups is reiterated in DC III.1.3 In Book IV, however, Aristotle 

posits, as his ultimate conclusion, that the number of the sublunary simple bodies is four 

rather than two. Each of these two sublunary simple bodies, the heavy simple body and the 

light simple body, is further distinguished into two kinds in Book IV. The ultimate number 

of sublunary simple bodies, therefore, turns out to be four. This apparent inconsistency 

between these two deductions of the number of sublunary simple bodies in De Caelo 

compels us to ask, how Aristotle arrives at the conclusion that there are four sublunary 

                                                             
1 In DC III.4 Aristotle argues against the view that the number of bodily elements of corruptible 
things is infinite, and in DC III.5 he argues against the early monistic scientists. The arguments in 
these two chapters are not purely negative. In his refutation of his predecessors, Aristotle explicates 
some general principles on account of which his own theory of the number of the corporeal elements is 
to be built. For example, in DC III.4, in his refutation of Anaxagoras and the atomists, Aristotle argues 
that the number of the elements must be finite. At the end of his argument, Aristotle puts forward a 
principle which will play an important role in the determination of the number of the sublunary 
elements in his own system. We shall come back and consider this principle later. 
2 DC I.3, 269b23-24: βαρὺ µὲν οὖν ἔστω τὸ φέρεσθαι πεφυκὸς ἐπὶ τὸ µέσον, κοῦφον δὲ τὸ ἀπὸ τοῦ 
µέσου. As we shall see in §4.2.3, not all natural bodies have either weight or lightness. Since there are 
some natural bodies that have both weight and lightness, it is clear that there are some heaviest body, 
and some lightest body. Heaviest is defined in 269b24-26 as those which move only towards the 
center of the universe, and lightest as those which move only away from the center. Aristotle admits in 
DC I.3 that this is not the strict sense of heavy and light. It is announced that a more precise inquiry 
into the nature of weight and lightness will be put forward in later discussion. See 269b21-26. As we 
shall see in DC IV, heavy and light in the strict sense are not defined in terms of the direction of a 
natural motion, but the proper place of a simple body. 
3 See 298b8. At 277b13, Aristotle has confirmed several times that there are three types of simple 
bodies, each of which moves with only one type of simple motion. 
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simple bodies from the initial differentiation of these simple bodies into two groups in the 

first book of this treatise. As has been shown at the beginning of this chapter, critics usually 

complain that, in the context of De Caelo, Aritsotle cannot convince his reader of his move 

from committing to the existence of two sublunary simple bodies to that of four sublunary 

simple bodies. This is the view that I am going to refute. In the next section, I shall explain 

why Aristotle thinks that the differentiation of sublunary simple bodies into two groups is 

not sufficient, and the way in which the ultimate differentiation of sublunary simple bodies 

is conducted. 

4.2.1 An outline of Aristotle’s method 

Having argued against the views of his predecessors that the number of elements is 

either infinite or just one, Aristotle returns to the last two questions posed in DC III.3 (i.e., 

What is the number of the elements? What is the character of each element?) at the 

beginning of DC III.6 and focuses on the differentiation among simple bodies. Here 

Aristotle introduces a new question and declares that an answer to this question will 

contribute to answering the questions about the number and character of the elements. He 

says, 

First we must inquire into whether the elements are eternal or subject to generation and 
destruction; for when this question had been answered their number and character will 
be manifest. (304b23-25)1 

According to this passage, the number and the character of simple bodies will be spelled 

out by answering the question of whether the sublunary simple bodies or the elements are 

eternal or subject to generation and corruption. In order to determine the number and 

character of the elements, he must first determine whether or not simple bodies themselves 

are subject to generation and corruption.2 This is exactly what Aristotle deals with in DC 

III.6. By the end of this chapter, he arrives at the conclusion that simple bodies can only 

transform into one another by excluding any other possibilities.  

It is not immediately clear how the answer to this new question, i.e., whether or not 

                                                             
1 Ἐπισκεπτέον δὲ πρῶτον πότερον ἀΐδιά ἐστιν ἢ γινόµενα φθείρεται· τούτου γὰρ δειχθέντος φανερὸν 
ἔσται καὶ πόσ' ἄττα καὶ ποῖά ἐστιν. 
2 Since, in this chapter and in what follows, i.e., in Chapters 4-7, what is under investigation is the 
relationship between simple bodies and the changes other than locomotion, and only the sublunary 
simple bodies are involved in such changes, when the notion of simple bodis and the notion of 
elements are used, without particular clarifications, they refer to the sublunary simple bodies. 
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the elements are subject to generation and corruption, will open a way for the deduction of 

the simple bodies. No less obscure is the way in which they should be related at all. It seems 

that these two questions (i.e., the question about the corruptibility of the elements, and the 

question about the number and the differentiation of simple bodies) are irrelevant. As far 

as I know, none of the exiting commentators even attempts to establish how this inquiry 

can contribute to the determination of the number and character of the elements.1 In this 

section, I shall outline an interpretation on account of which Aristotle’s investigation in DC 

III.6 does intelligibly contribute to his ultimate differentiation of the sublunary simple 

bodies.  

According to my interpretation, which will be explained carefully in the next two 

sections, the main purpose of DC III.6 is to justify that light simple bodies and heavy simple 

bodies are contraries. More precisely, since substances are opposed to one another, not 

insofar as they are substances, but insofar as they are endowed with contrary qualities,2 it 

is in fact revealed in DC III.6 that the lightness and the weight of simple bodies are 

contraries, rather than the simple bodies that have been differentiated in DC I.2 in terms of 

weight and lightness themselves. 

It is crucial for Aristotle’s investigation into the number of simple bodies to prove that 

heavy and light are contraries. Only if it has been shown that they are contraries, can we 

then consider whether or not there is any intermediate between them. Once it has been 

proven that there are intermediates between heavy and light, we can commit to the existence 

of the intermediates between the heavy simple bodies and the light simple bodies. This is 

because, according to my interpretation of DC I.2, simple bodies are differentiated in terms 

of being either heavy (i.e., moving towards the center) or light (i.e., moving away from the 

center). If there were any intermediates between heavy and light, then the criteria on 

account of which the two groups of simple bodies are initially distinguished would have to 

be refined, and the ultimate number of sublunary simple bodies would be conspicuously 

more than two. 

As mentioned above, the reason why scholars tend to deny that Aristotle has 
                                                             
1 In his commentary on the passage, Simplicius merely paraphrases Aristotle’s assertion without 
providing any further explanation, see Simplicius 2009, 105. Elders says that this is simply a 
‘conviction’, see Elders 1965, 311. Kouremenos admits that ‘the arguments in ch. 6 do not fix their 
[sc. the elements’] number’ (Kouremenos 2013, 99).  
2 Categories3b24; Philoponus 2015, 100. 
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conducted a rigorous deduction of the number of simple bodies in De Caelo is that they 

cannot understand why he thinks it is necessary to further differentiate heavy simple bodies 

and light simple bodies and commit to the existence of two intermediate simple bodies in 

addition to what has been arrived at in DC I.2. Now, if we could make good sense of 

Aristotle’s commitment to the existence of intermediate simple bodies between the heavy 

simple bodies and the light simple bodies, it would be an important step towards a 

successful reconstruction of Aristotle’s rigorous deduction of the number of simple bodies 

in De Caelo, which scholars have so far neglected. 

The resolution to the above issue can be found in a passage outside of De Caelo. In 

Categories 10, Aristotle spells out the condition under which contraries have intermediates 

between them. Here we read: 

If contraries are such that it is necessary for one or the other of them to belong to the 
things they naturally occur in or are predicated of, there is nothing intermediate between 
them…… But if it is not necessary for one or the other to belong, there is something 
intermediate between them. (11b38-12a11)1 

In this passage, Aristotle clearly distinguishes between two types of contraries. This 

distinction is drawn on the basis of the question of whether or not one of the contraries 

necessarily belongs to the things to which they naturally belong. It is clear that, by nature, 

contraries belong to things, e.g., even and odd by nature belong to rational numbers, 

sickness and health to living beings. Since any rational number is either even or odd, and 

any living being is either healthy or sick, there is no room for an intermediate between even 

and odd, sickness and health. On the other hand, even though black and white by nature 

belong to living beings as do sickness and health, it is not necessary for, say, Socrates to be 

either black or white. It is possible for him to be brown. Therefore, there should be at least 

one intermediate between these two extremes in the domain of colours.  

This distinction between two types of contraries plays a significant role in Aristotle’s 

deduction of the number of simple bodies in De Caelo. If we, provisionally, accept my 

contention that in DC III.6 Aristotle arrives at the conclusion that heavy and light are 

contraries, which will be strongly supported in the next two sections, it would be natural to 

                                                             
1 ὅσα δὲ τῶν ἐναντίων τοιαῦτά ἐστιν ὥστε ἐν οἷς πέφυκε γίγνεσθαι ἢ ὧν κατηγορεῖται ἀναγκαῖον 
αὐτῶν θάτερον ὑπάρχειν, τούτων οὐδέν ἐστιν ἀνὰ µέσον· [ὧν δέ γε µὴ ἀναγκαῖον θάτερον ὑπάρχειν, 
τούτων ἔστι τι ἀνὰ µέσον πάντως.] …… ὧν δέ γε µὴ ἀναγκαῖον θάτερον ὑπάρχειν, τούτων ἔστι τι ἀνὰ 
µέσον·  
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wonder what type of contraries heavy and light are. Since sublunary bodies are composed 

of sublunary simple bodies, they, by nature, move either upward or downward. But it is not 

necessary that a natural thing has either lightness or weight. For instance, the same piece 

of wood moves upward in water, while downward in air. If it were heavy, then it would not 

move upward in air; conversely, if it were light, then it would not move downward in water. 

It follows that a natural body can be neither just heavy nor just light. According to what 

has been shown in Categories 10, if it is not necessary for the things to which heavy and 

light naturally belong, namely sublunary bodies, to be either absolutely light or absolutely 

heavy, there must be at least one intermediate between absolutely light and absolutely 

heavy. Since, as has been explained, the sublunary simple bodies are distinguished on the 

basis of the differentiation of heavy and light, the number of the sublunary simple bodies 

would be more than two. This is why the initial distinction among simple bodies in DC I.2 

is gradually realized to be insufficient. Before deciding on the number of intermediates 

between heavy and light, and correspondingly the number of intermediates between heavy 

simple bodies and light simple bodies, we must first spell out the way in which Aristotle 

proves that simple bodies are contraries. 

 

4.2.2 Sublunary elements are contraries 

In the previous section, I have requested that my reader provisionally accept my 

interpretation of DC III.6 that Aristotle in this chapter arrives at the conclusion that heavy 

and light are contraries. In this section, I am in a position to explain why this is the case. 

What I am doing here is necessary, because only if Aristotle has proven that heavy and 

light are contraries, as has been outlined in § 4.2.1, can we continue to argue that it is on 

the basis of this observation that Aristotle realizes that there are further simple that can be 

classified under the categories of heavy and light simple bodies. This, as we shall see in § 

4.2.3, will contribute significantly to our understanding of Aristotle’s transition from his 

commitment to the existence of two sublunary simple bodies, to his theory of four simple 

bodies.  

Aristotle’s argument for the contrariety of heavy and light in DC III.6 divides into two 

parts. According to my interpretation, it is through these two parts that Aristotle finally 

arrives at his conclusion that heavy and light are contraries. In the first part of the argument 
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(304b25-305a14), Aristotle maintains that elements are not eternal. This argument begins 

with an empirical fact. Since simple bodies are observed to be destroyed and generated all 

the time, it is clear that they are subject to destruction and generation.1 On the other hand, 

even if simple bodies are subject to generation and destruction, there is still a possibility 

that they can exist forever, that is, the destruction of a simple body is infinite and never 

comes to an end. If this were the case, this simple body would exist forever before its 

infinite destruction comes to an end. In this case, this simple body is subject to generation 

and corruption, and can exist forever. In refuting this possibility, Aristotle assumes that (1) 

generation and corruption take place in time, and (2) the time of generation cannot be 

shorter than that of corruption, and (3) no element can be generated and destroyed at the 

same time.2  On the basis of these assumptions, the possibility that a simple body is 

infinitely destroyed is excluded, since it indicates that, beside an infinite time, there is 

another infinite time. Aristotle’s arguments can be summarized as follows. 

Aristotle has pointed out that simple bodies are observed to be subject to both 

generation and corruption. Since, as Simplicius adds, the generation of a simple body is not 

easier than its corruption, the duration of the generation of a simple body cannot be less 

than that of its corruption. Moreover, if the decay of a simple body were infinite, then the 

duration of this process would be infinite in time. If this were the case, then the duration of 

the generation of a simple body would also be infinite in time. According to the principle 

of non-contradiction, no simple body can be both destroyed and not destroyed 

simultaneously. It follows that the generation and corruption of a simple body cannot take 

place at the same time. Therefore, if the decay of a simple body were taking place in infinite 

time, there would be another infinite time in which this simple body is generated. This, 

however, is impossible, since there cannot be an infinite time beside an infinite time. It 

follows that simple bodies cannot undergo an infinite destruction. On the basis of this 

reductio ad absurdum, Aristotle arrives at the conclusion that no simple body can exist in 

this world forever, and all simple bodies must be subject to a finite generation and 

corruption. 

 Having excluded the only two possibilities in which simple bodies may exist in this 
                                                             
1 In his own arguments (304b26-27), Aristotle refers only to the empirical fact of destruction, but as 
Simplicius points out in his commentary, Aristotle has assumed that simple bodies are subject to 
generation for the same reason (2009, 106).   
2 DC III.6, 304b27ff.; cf. Simplicius 2009, 106.  
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universe permanently (i.e., either simple bodies themselves are eternal, or they are subject 

to a process of decay which never comes to an end), Aristotle proceeds to argue that what 

is generated from the destruction of simple bodies can neither be indivisible nor dissolvable. 

In the first part, however, Aristotle has not made it clear what simple bodies are generated 

from and what will, in turn, be generated from the simple bodies. This is addressed in the 

second part of DC III.6, in which he makes it clear that simple bodies can, and can only, be 

generated from other simple bodies. 

 The second part of chapter 6 also consists of a chain of arguments per exclusionem. 

According to Aristotle, since simple bodies are generated from something, the generation 

of simple bodies must be either from something corporeal or form something incorporeal. 

But it is impossible for a simple body to be generated from something incorporeal, since it 

would then follow that we would have to commit to the existence of void, which has already 

been rejected in the Physics.1 Moreover, if simple bodies were generated from some bodies, 

they would either be generated from something other than themselves or from themselves. 

But it cannot be the case that simple bodies are generated from any other body besides 

themselves. In order to eliminate this possibility, Aristotle provides two distinct arguments. 

The first argument emphasizes the priority of the elements. If there were any body 

from which the elements can be generated, then the body as such would be prior to the 

elements. According to the definition of an element, however, elements are the primary 

constituents of things. If there were any other thing from which simple bodies could be 

generated, then simple bodies would no longer be primary, but those things form which 

simple bodies are generated should be identified with the elements in the strict sense. This 

runs counter to the fact that, as has been shown in DC I.2, simple bodies are the elements. 

Therefore, it cannot be the case that there is anything other than simple bodies themselves 

from which a simple body is generated.  

On the basis of the argument above, Aristotle provides us with an alternative way of 

proving that the corporeal thing from which a simple body is generated is an element. As 

has been proved, simple bodies must be generated from something corporeal. Such a body, 

however, must be either movable or unmovable. If it were not subject to movement, it 

would simply be a mathematical object. On the other hand, if it were a physical body and 

                                                             
1 DC III.6, 305a16-22. Simplicius provides a detailed explanation of this argument (2009, 108-109). 
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able to move, as has been shown, it would be an element, otherwise there would be 

something more prior to the generated element. Since simple bodies are understood to be 

the elements, or the primary constituents, of all physical things, if they must be generated 

from something, they can only be generated from some other simple bodies. In this way, 

by excluding all of the impossibilities, Aristotle finally arrives at the conclusion that the 

sublunary simple bodies transform into each other. 

I take this conclusion as saying that simple bodies are contraries. As has been shown 

from a passage quoted from DC I.3 in §3.3.1, generation and corruption can only take place 

between contraries: 

[…] everything that comes to be comes into being from a contrary and some underlying 
thing, and passes away likewise with some underlying thing and by the action of a 
contrary and into a contrary […] (270a14-17)1 

Thus, if heavy simple bodies can be generated from light simple bodies, then they must be 

contraries, since one thing, if it is generated, can only be generated from a contrary.2 

Moreover, owing to the fact that heavy simple bodies and light simple bodies are opposed 

to one another, not insofar as they are substances, but insofar as they are endowed with 

contrary qualities (namely, heaviness and lightness), what has been revealed in DC III.6 is 

that the heaviness and the lightness on account of which two types of simple bodies are 

initially differentiated in DC I.2 are contraries. That heavy and light are a pair of contraries 

seems apparent to common sense, but the argument above convincingly shows that 

Aristotle’s deduction of simple bodies in De Caelo is not conducted on the basis of intuition, 

but rigorous deduction.3 

                                                             
1 διὰ τὸ γίγνεσθαι µὲν ἅπαν τὸ γιγνόµενον ἐξ ἐναντίου τε καὶ ὑποκειµένου τινός, καὶ φθείρεσθαι 
ὡσαύτως ὑποκειµένου τέ τινος καὶ ὑπ' ἐναντίου καὶ εἰς ἐναντίον. 
2 Cf. DC IV. 3, 310a25-27. People may point out that intermediates can also change from one to 
another. For example, a red thing can change into a gray thing, although red and gray are contraries. 
Similarly, it seems to be possible that at least one of the two simple bodies (i.e., the heavy simple body 
and the light simple body) is an intermediate, rather than a contrary. But, since there are altogether two 
differentiated simple bodies, both of them must be contraries.  
3 People may take it for granted that the heavy simple bodies and the light simple bodies are 
contraries because each of them properly occupy one of the opposite places within the sublunary field. 
But having opposite places does not at all imply that the things that occupy these places are 
themselves contraries. For example, in DC I.8, 277b12ff., Aristotle points out that the heavy simple 
bodies occupy the center of the universe, and ether occupy the circumference of the universe. Even 
though the center and the circumference are contrary places within the universe, it does not follow that 
the heavy simple bodies and ether are contraries. Here I adopt Longo’s interpretation of 277b12ff., see 
Leggatt 1995, 200. 
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It is true that, from these deductions, it remains unclear how the transformation of 

simple bodies proceeds.1 But, the mechanism of their transformation is not of special 

interest in this treatise. What Aristotle intends to do here is to prove that the previous 

distinction among simple bodies is not satisfactory. This is why, after considering several 

related views of his predecessors, in the subsequent two chapters, Aristotle continues his 

investigation into the number of simple bodies.  

 

4.2.3 The number of intermediate simple bodies 

As we saw in Chapter 2, in order to have a better understanding of the complexity and 

variety of all possible motions, three types of simple bodies are distinguished. One of the 

types of simple bodies can only move in a circular simple motion. This type of simple body 

serves as an explanation for the eternal movements of celestial bodies. The other two types, 

one being the heavy, the other being the light, contribute to an explanation of the 

constitution and movements of all terrestrial natural bodies. In other words, with the 

purpose of understanding the complexity and variety of the movements of sublunary bodies, 

it is enough to commit to the existence of only two types of simple bodies as the sublunary 

elements.  

As I have shown in §4.2.2, the heavy simple bodies and the light simple bodies make 

up a pair of contraries. Since they are contraries, they must conform to Aristotle’s theory 

of contraries, which is spelled out in §4.2.1. The theory of contraries, however, compels 

Aristotle to differentiate further simple bodies among the two groups of sublunary simple 

bodies. This is because, if his initial differentiation of simple bodies in DC I.2 were insisted 

on, a difficulty would arise. (a) If there were just two groups of sublunary simple bodies, 

which were differentiated in terms of heavy and light, then, according to Aristotle’s theory 

of contraries in Categories 10, the total number of sublunary simple bodies would be 

greater than two, because there must be at least one intermediate simple body between the 

contraries. As a conclusion of (a), the number of the sublunary simple bodies must be more 

than two. (b) Meanwile, if there were a third type of sublunary simple body existing along 

with the two differentiated simple bodies, the explanation of the complexity and variety of 

                                                             
1 In DC III.7 and 8, several traditional views about the mutual transformation of simple bodies are 
refuted, but no positive conclusion is put forward. Aristotle’s own theory is postponed until GC II.4. 
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all possible locomotion of natural things would be threatened. According to my 

interpretation of DC I.2, the complexity and variety of the sublunary bodies is explained as 

composing two groups of simple bodies (i.e., one that moves towards the center, and one 

that moves away from the center), rather than three or even more. Therefore, the conclusion 

of (b) is that there cannot be a third type of sublunary simple body in addition to the heavy 

simple bodies and the light simple bodies.  

Now, it seems that the conclusions of (a) and (b) contradict each other; for, how is it is 

possible to have more than two types of simple bodies without introducing new types of 

simple bodies in addition to the two sublunary simple bodies that are already on the list? It 

seems that there is no room for the existence of an intermediate between the two simple 

bodies in Aristotle’s explanation of the sublunary motions. According to my interpretation, 

the key to solving this difficulty is to maintain, according to the conclusion of (b), that there 

are only two groups among the sublunary simple bodies. Moreover, each group of the two 

sublunary simple bodies has to be distinguished further into at least two types. In this way, 

more than two types of simple bodies can be differentiated, which is in conformity with the 

conclusion of (a), that is, the number of the sublunary simple bodies must be more than 

two; and at the same time, the intermediate simple bodies do not belong to a third party 

besides the two types which have already been differentiated, which is in conformity with 

the conclusion of (b). 

The further differentiation among each group of simple bodies is made on the basis of 

a distinction between the absolute and the relative sense of heavy and light. At the 

beginning of DC IV.1, immediately after his discussion of the mutual transformation 

among simple bodies, Aristotle recalls his provisional definition of heavy and light in DC 

I.3 and distinguishes each of them into the absolutely heavy and the relatively heavy, the 

absolutely light and the relatively light. Aristotle defines the absolutely heavy as that which 

moves downward or to the center, and the absolutely light as that which moves upward or 

to the extremity.1 Corresponding to this distinction, each group of the two differentiated 

simple bodies allows a further distinction: heavy simple bodies can be distinguished into 

absolutely heavy simple bodies and relatively heavy simple bodies; light simple bodies can 
                                                             
1 DC IV.1, 308a29-33, Ἁπλῶς µὲν οὖν κοῦφον λέγοµεν τὸ ἄνω φερόµενον καὶ πρὸς τὸ ἔσχατον, βαρὺ 
δὲ ἁπλῶς τὸ κάτω καὶ πρὸς τὸ µέσον· πρὸς ἄλλο δὲ κοῦφον καὶ κουφότερον, ὅτε, δυοῖν ἐχόντων 
βάρος καὶ τὸν ὄγκον ἴσον, κάτω φέρεται θάτερον φύσει θᾶττον. Cf. DC I.3, 269b24-26. These 
definitions and those of the relatively heavy and light will be discussed more carefully in §4.4. 
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be distinguished into absolutely light simple bodies and relatively light simple bodies. In 

this way, the twofold distinction among all sublunary simple bodies is retained; the 

relatively heavy and the heavier light can be taken as the intermediates between the heaviest 

and the lightest, so as to satisfy Aristotle’s theory of contraries. 

It is true that, if both heavy simple bodies and light simple bodies, which are 

distinguished in DC I.2 for the sake of an explanation of the complexity and variety of all 

possible locomotion in the sublunary world, were further distinguished into three or four 

or even more kinds, the dilemma between the twofold distinction among sublunary simple 

bodies and Aristotle’s theory of contraries would also be solved. For example, if each group 

of the two simple bodies were distinguished into three kinds, there would be three kinds of 

heavy simple bodies and three kinds of light simple bodies. While retaining the twofold 

distinction among the sublunary simple bodies, there would be four intermediate simple 

bodies between the heaviest simple body and the lightest simple body.1  

It seems that this is indeed an alternative solution of the dilemma. If this were the case, 

then the ultimate number of simple bodies, instead of being four, would be six, eight, or 

even more. Such possibilities, however, have already been excluded on a principle is 

articulated in DC III.4. In this chapter, and as part of his criticism of Anaxagoras’ 

assumption that there are an infinite number of elements, Aristotle says:  

Obviously then it would be better to assume a finite number of principles. They should, 
in fact, be as few as possible, consistently with proving what has to be proved. (302b26-
28)2 

In his explanation of natural phenomena, Anaxagoras assumes an infinite number of 

elements. Such an assumption, however, is unhelpful, for Aristotle, since, on his view, a 

theory that assumes a finite number of elements can do the same job. If a large number of 

elements and a smaller number of elements have the same explanatory power, then, 

according to Aristotle, one should commit to the smaller number, rather than the larger. 

The assumed elements, as Aristotle makes it clear in the quoted passage, should be as few 

as possible.  

                                                             
1 Cf. DC IV.5, 312a33-b2, Οὐδὲν γὰρ κωλύει τῶν ἐναντίων εἶναι µεταξὺ καὶ ἓν καὶ πλείω, ὥσπερ ἐν 
χρώµασιν· πολλαχῶς γὰρ λέγεται τὸ µεταξὺ καὶ τὸ µέσον. 
2 φανερὸν ὅτι πολλῷ βέλτιον πεπερασµένας ποιεῖν τὰς ἀρχάς, καὶ ταύτας ὡς ἐλαχίστας πάντων γε τῶν 
αὐτῶν µελλόντων δείκνυσθαι. 
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That one should assume the fewest elements possible is taken as a principle in 

Aristotle’s investigation of the number of elements, or simple bodies—the principle of 

simplification or parsimony. On account of this principle, even though the dilemma 

between the twofold distinction of simple bodies and Aristotle’s theory of contraries can 

be solved by distinguishing the heavy simple bodies from the light simple bodies, each of 

them, into either two kinds or three kinds, or even some more kinds, it is preferable to 

dividing each of the two groups into two kinds. In this way, we finally have four simple 

bodies, namely, the absolutely heavy body, the relatively heavy body, the relatively light 

body, and the absolutely light body. In accordance with the tradition, these four simple 

bodies are called earth, water, air, and fire. Even though this distinction is randomly 

mentioned in the previous discussion,1 this is the first time Aristotle provides us with a 

deduction of this distinction. 

Solmsen complains that ether and the sublunary simple bodies are differentiated in 

different ways.2 In his view, the existence of circular motion has already entailed the 

existence of ether. In contrast, the number of the sublunary simple bodies cannot be 

determined just on the basis of the distinction between the two kind of linear motions, since 

different kinds of sublunary simple bodies, say earth and water, may perform the same type 

of locomotion. This criticism is, to some extent, right. Even according to my interpretation, 

sublunary simple bodies cannot, ultimately, be differentiated without introducing 

Aristotle’s theory of intermediates and the principle of simplification. This, however, does 

not deny the fact that the deductions of the number of simple bodies, both of ether and of 

the sublunary simple bodies, belong to the same investigation and serve the same purpose. 

As has been shown, both the commitment to the singularity of the celestial simple body 

and the deduction of the sublunary simple bodies are derived from a distinction among 

three types of simple motions, which explains the complexity and variety of all possible 

locomotion. It is because the differentiation of the four simple bodies is conducted on the 

basis of the distinction of the two types of rectilinear motions that the twofold structure of 

the sublunary simple bodies has to be preserved. Moreover, both deductions serve to 

explain what the fundamental components of physical things are that are involved in the 

changes besides locomotion. In the previous chapter we saw that, because of the singularity 
                                                             
1 Cf. DC II.3, 286a30ff. 
2 See Solmsen 1960, 295. As has been pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, Solmsen’s view is 
followed by Gill 2009, 145; Matthen 2009, 125-127; Berman 2018, 3, n. 6. 
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and the independence of ether, it is not subject to generation and corruption. After a careful 

deduction of the sublunary simple bodies, however, we can see that the material 

components of all corruptible things are four simple bodies. 

The deduction of the number of simple bodies that has been reconstructed in this 

chapter has been neglected by critics. As has been shown, Aristotle has good reason to 

make every move within the argument. In opposition to the traditional view, the deduction 

of the number of simple bodies provided in De Caelo is complete and strict in virtue of 

itself. It is on the basis of this deduction that Aristotle confirms that the number of simple 

bodies involved in sublunary physical phenomena, especially generation and corruption, is 

four, rather than two. 

 

4.3 The characters of the corruptible elements 

If what I have argued in §4.2 is correct, we may safely accept that even in De Caelo 

Aristotle has already commited, through a strict and complete deduction, to the existence 

of four sublunary simple bodies in the universe, namely, the absolutely light simple body 

(fire), the relatively light simple body (air), the relatively heavy simple body (water), and 

the absolutely heavy simple body (earth). This should be identified with Aristotle’s answer 

to the third question which is put forward at the beginning of DC III.3. Now, of the four 

questions raised in that chapter, only the last one, namely, ‘What are the characters of these 

simple bodies?’, remains to be answered. Just like the the other questions, the answer to 

this one is also controversial. The controversy surrounding this question is derived from 

various interpretations of the nature of heavy and light. For Solmsen and Gill, either heavy 

and light refer to certain motive tendencies.1 More precisely, being heavy is the tendency 

to move toward the center of the universe, while being light is the tendency to move toward 

the periphery of the universe. In contrast to this interpretation, Cohen and Katayama hold 

that, in the strict sense, being heavy or light is to stay at a certain place within the universe.2 

It is this second view that I shall defend in this section. I argue that the fourth question put 

forward at the beginning of DC III.3 is answered in terms of a distinction between the 

absolutely heavy the relatively heavy, the absolutely light and the relatively light. 

                                                             
1 Solmsen 1960, 276; Gill 1989, 239; 2009, 143. 
2 Cohen 1994, sec. 4. Katayama 2011, 167ff. 
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According to my interpretation, this distinction is made by cutting the whole sublunary 

world into four layers, each of which is assigned to a kind of simple body that moves toward 

it. Earth and fire will respectively move toward the inner layer and the outmost layer. Water 

will move to the layer that embraces the earth, and, in turn, is embraced by the layer to 

which air moves. These layers are identified as the proper places of the simple bodies. In 

this way, simple bodies find their proper places within the universe and are characterized. 

 

4.3.1 Why is the definition of heavy and light in DC I.3 not enough? 

In DC I.3, Aristotle provides a provisional definition of heavy and light. According to 

this definition, heavy and light are the capacities on account of which physical things move 

either straight towards the centre of the universe, or straight away from the centre of the 

universe. If a thing moves towards the centre, it is heavy, otherwise it is light.1 Therefore, 

heavy and light in DC I.3 are differentiated in terms of the direction of movement. Aristotle 

makes it explicit that this definition is just provisional. Before articulating the definition, 

he says, 

We must explain in what sense we are using the words ‘heavy’ and ‘light’, sufficiently, 
at least, for our present purposes: we can examine the terms more precisely later, when 
we come to consider their essential nature. (269b20-23)2 

For Aristotle, this definition of heavy and light in DC I.3 serves only for the discussion at 

hand. It is not as precise as that which will be put forward later. Now, it has been accepted 

that this refers to Book IV of the same treatise, in which heavy and light are related to the 

places proper to simple bodies.3 Before stepping into an examination of his more precise 

characterization of heavy and light, I shall first explain why Aristotle thinks it is necessary 

in Book IV to abandon the previous characterization from DC I.3. 

Aristotle did not develop the distinctions between the absolutely heavy and the 

relatively heavy, the absolutely light and the relatively light until DC IV.1. Since this 

distinction is put forward immediately after Aristotle’s argument of the mutual 

                                                             
1 DC I.3, 269b23-26, Βαρὺ µὲν οὖν ἔστω τὸ φέρεσθαι πεφυκὸς ἐπὶ τὸ µέσον, κοῦφον δὲ τὸ ἀπὸ τοῦ 
µέσου. 
2 δεῖ δὲ ὑποθέσθαι τί λέγοµεν τὸ βαρὺ καὶ τὸ κοῦφον, νῦν µὲν ἱκανῶς ὡς πρὸς τὴν παροῦσαν χρείαν, 
ἀκριβέστερον δὲ πάλιν, ὅταν ἐπισκοπῶµεν περὶ τῆς οὐσίας αὐτῶν. 
3 Guthrie 1939, 18 note; Elders 1965, 91; Leggatt 1995, 182; Katayama 2011, 167. 
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transformation of simple bodies, if what I have argued in previous section is on the mark, 

it must contribute to the characterization of the newly differentiated simple bodies. As I 

have argued in chapter two, the existence of the two sublunary simple bodies, i.e., the heavy 

simple body and the light simple body, is affirmed in accordance with the differentiation 

of two rectilinear simple motions. It is widely accepted in the the scholarship that the 

distinction among the four kinds of sublunary simple bodies cannot be derived from this 

distinction between two simple motions. In order to make room for the existence of the 

intermediate simple bodies, we need more precise definitions of heavy and light, so as to 

meet the requirement of the characterization of four sublunary simple bodies. 

In DC IV.1, Aristotle attempts to distinguish two distinct senses of light and heavy on 

the basis of the initial definition of heavy and light in DC I.3. On account of the 

characterization in DC IV.1, both the absolutely heavy and the relatively heavy enable a 

subject to move downward or to the centre. Likewise, both the absolutely light and the 

relatively light enable a thing to move upward or away from the centre. In order to 

distinguish the absolute senses of heavy and light from the relative senses, Aristotle cannot 

but introduce the notion of velocity. In his opinion, things that are heavy (or light) in the 

relative sense move slower than things that are heavy (or light) in the absolute sense.1 

The disadvantage of this distinction between the absolute and the relative senses of 

heavy and light is obvious. On the one hand, the distinction between the absolutely heavy, 

the relatively heavy, the absolutely light and the relatively light rest on different criteria. 

The distinction between heavy and light rests the two contrary directions of movements, 

i.e., straight towards the centre and straight away from the centre, while the two senses of 

heavy and light are distinguished on the basis of the velocity of the movement. On the other 

hand, what exactly is slower remains obscure. It remains to be seen why some simple body 

moves faster than any other simple body. 

All these disadvantages of the initial distinction between heavy and light motivate 

Aristotle to seek a more precise definition. This is exactly what Aristotle does in DC IV. 

As we shall see in the following section, the place to which heavy or light enables a simple 

body move is not just any place in the universe, but its proper place. It is the direction 
                                                             
1 DC IV.1, 380a31-33 πρὸς ἄλλο δὲ κοῦφον καὶ κουφότερον, οὗ δυοῖν ἐχόντων βάρος καὶ τὸν ὄγκον 
ἴσον, κάτω φέρεται θάτερον φύσει θᾶττον.  
Matthen 2009, 125. 
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towards a proper place of a simple body that distinguishes heavy or light, either in the 

absolute sense or in the relative sense, from the others. 

 

4.3.2 Heavy and light and the proper place of a simple body 

We have now arrived at the final section of Aristotle’s answer to the fourth question in 

DC III.3: What are the characters of the simple bodies? As we have seen, simple bodies are 

differentiated and characterized in terms of the absolutely light (fire), the relatively light 

(air), the relatively heavy (water), and the absolutely heavy (earth). In order to make it clear 

what these notions actually mean, we are compelled to ask: What is the true nature of heavy 

and light? Only if this question has been satisfactorily answered, can we finally understand 

Aristotle’s distinction among simple bodies and his characterization of them in De Caelo.  

In regard to the question of the nature of heavy and light, the critics agree that the 

absolutely heavy and the relatively heavy, and the absolutely light and the relatively light 

cannot be differentiated without the distinction among the four proper places of four 

distinct sublunary simple bodies, but in regard to the way in which the latter distinction 

contributes to the former, there are three general views. Solmsen and Gill hold that there is 

no substantial distinction between the definition of heavy and light in DC I.3 and in DC IV. 

According to this reading, heavy and light, no matter if it is absolute or relative, are 

consistently identified in De Caelo with the capacities because of which a simple body 

moves straight towards its proper place.1 In contrast to this dynamic reading of heavy and 

light, Cohen adopts a static reading. He argues that the true nature of heavy (and light) is 

not to move towards the proper place of a simple body, but to be there.2 Thirdly, Katayama 

distinguishes between an imprecise sense and a strict sense of heavy and light in De Caelo. 

In his view, it is true that heavy and light can be regarded as the locomotive tendencies of 

simple bodies in a broad sense, but strictly speaking, even though the locomotion toward a 

proper place stems from heavy or light, the true nature of heavy and light is to make a 

simple body stay in its proper place, rather than moving towards the place.3 This last view 

is the one I support. According to this interpretation, each of the four simple bodies is 

                                                             
1 Solmsen 1960, 276; Gill 1989, 239; 2009, 143. 
2 Cohen 1994, 159. 
3 Katayama 2011, 167ff. 
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characterized as a natural body which moves straight towards a certain layer of the universe, 

so as to stay in its proper place. In support of this characterization of simple bodies, I shall 

explain why the first view is incorrect. This is the main task of this section. 

Against Solmsen and Gill’s understanding of heavy and light, Cohen presents a 

reductio ad absurdum.1 First, he points out that heavy and light characterize the nature of 

simple bodies. Then, if, as Solmsen and Gill maintain, moving to a certain place is the 

nature of a simple body, e.g., if being a clod of earth is nothing more than a certain type of 

locomotion, it will be difficult to explain how simple bodies realize themselves, since 

simple bodies cannot tend upwards or downwards consistently in a limited universe.2 

Aristotle, moreover, does not see the world as a system structured by thwarting the 

actualization of natural potentialities. So, in Cohen’s view, ‘the nature of the heavy is not 

to move towards some place, or in a certain direction, but to be in that place, and it 

actualizes that nature not by falling, but by being where fallen things end up.’3  

In responding to Cohen’s attack on the dynamic reading, Sisko refers to DC IV.5, 

312b3-20, where Aristotle suggests that, if the earth in the center of the universe is removed, 

water will abandon its proper place and rest eventually in the proper place of earth. He 

argues that, if the static reading were true, water would not give up its proper place even if 

earth is moved away.4 As Matthen points out, the dynamic interpretation of heavy and 

light, however, cannot provide a better explanation, because, if, as the dynamic 

interpretation supposes, simple bodies move toward their proper places by nature, water 

would move in a contra-natural direction when the earth below is removed.5  When earth 

is moved away from the center, it does not follow that the proper place of earth has been 

changed. Similarly, even if water moves downwards and provisionally occupies the proper 

place of earth, the proper place of water remains the original place, namely, the layer 

surrounding the proper place of earth. 

There is a passage in DC IV.3 in which Aristotle distinctively implies the static 

interpretation of heavy and light. We read: 

                                                             
1 Cohen 1994, sec. 4. 
2 Cf. DC I.5-7. 
3 Cohen 1994, 150-159. 
4 Sisko 2002. 
5 Matthen 2009, 126. 
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Now whenever air comes into being out of water, light out of heavy, it goes to the upper 
place. It is forthwith light: and no longer becomes [light], but in that place it has being 
[light]. Obviously, then, it is a potentiality, which, in its passage to actuality, comes 
into that place and quantity and quality which belong to its actuality. (311a1-6)1 

This passage makes it clear that, according to the strict sense of heavy and light, the 

property of being light is not an upward motion, but a state of being in a place, namely, the 

place which is proper to the simple body. A similar expression can be found in the Physics 

as well: “the activity of lightness consists in the light thing being in a certain place, namely 

high up.”2 Hence, even though heavy and light, in a broad sense, can be understood as 

moving tendencies, strictly speaking, resting in the proper place is the true nature of heavy 

and light. If we connect this conclusion with 269b23-29, in which Aristotle distinguishes 

absolute weight from relative weight, and absolute lightness from relative lightness, we 

realize that the distinction between these four characters, each of which is assigned to a 

single kind of sublunary simple body, lies in the distinction of four layers of sublunary 

world, each of which is attributed to a sublunary simple body in terms of the four as its 

proper place. Since earth is the heaviest sublunary simple body, the first layer around the 

centre of the universe is assigned to earth. For similar reasons, the second layer around the 

centre is assigned to water, the third is assigned to air, and fire occupies the most external 

layer of the sublunary world. Therefore, it is on account of the place that each of these 

bodies aims to occupy and rest that the sublunary simple bodies are ultimately 

differentiated.  

This clarification of the terms heavy and light contributes greatly to the 

characterization of simple bodies. As soon as we know that each of the simple bodies 

owns a particular nature, i.e., has one of the four layers of the sublunary world as its 

proper place, it has, thereby, been immediately well characterized. 

 

  

                                                             
1 Ὅταν µὲν οὖν γίγνηται ἐξ ὕδατος ἀὴρ καὶ ἐκ βαρέος κοῦφον, ἔρχεται εἰς τὸ ἄνω. Ἅµα δ' ἐστὶ 
κοῦφον, καὶ οὐκέτι γίνεται, ἀλλ' ἐκεῖ ἐστιν. Φανερὸν δὴ ὅτι δυνάµει ὄν, εἰς ἐντελέχειαν ἰὸν ἔρχεται 
ἐκεῖ καὶ εἰς τὸ τοσοῦτον καὶ τὸ τοιοῦτον, οὗ ἡ ἐντελέχεια καὶ ὅσου καὶ οἵου [καὶ ὅπου]. 
2 Physics VIII.4, 255b11: ἐνέργεια δὲ τοῦ κούφου τὸ ποὺ εἶναι καὶ ἄνω. 
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Part II 

 

The task of this dissertation is to spell out the way in which Aristotle’s theory of simple 

bodies contributes to his explanation of change. In Part I we saw that in De Caelo Aristotle 

has, on the one hand, explained the way in which his commitment to the existence of simple 

bodies contributes to an explanation of the complexity and variety of all possible 

locomotion, and, on the other hand, provided a complete distinction, and an exhaustive list 

based on it, of simple bodies which will serve as an explanation of generation and 

corruption in general. As I have mentioned in the Introduction, the reason why Aristotle 

begins his explanation of change from locomotion is that locomotion is prior to all the other 

types of change. After Aritsotle’s identification of simple bodies as the explanatory factors 

of locomotion, and his differentiation and characterization of simple bodies on the basis of 

this identification, we can now move on to Aristotle’s investigation into the other kinds of 

change, especially generation and corruption.  

In Part II, I am going to explain how exactly these simple bodies help us to better 

understand those changes that have not been explained yet. This analysis will proceed 

mainly on the basis of a careful reading of De Generatione et Corruptione, which is 

traditionally thought to immediately follow De Caelo. In this, the second part of the 

dissertation, I shall argue that physical things cannot undergo any change without their 

matter, and that it is by forming the matter of physical things that the four simple bodies 

contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the generation and corruption, growth and 

diminution, and alteration of physical things.  

It is conspicuous that the simple bodies are characterized in an alternative way in De 

Generatione et Corruptione than in De Caelo. So, in the first chapter of this part (Chapter 

5), I shall begin by considering why Aristotle characterizes simple bodies in a new way in 

De Generatione et Corruptione. I argue that the new characterization in GC is put forward 

for the sake of explaining change in general. More specifically, only if simple bodies are 

characterized in an alternative way, will the eternality of change be satisfactorily explained. 

On the contrary, if the characterization provided in De Caelo were retained, changes would 

ultimately cease to exist.  
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Then, in the last two chapters of this dissertation, I shall explain how Aristotle’s 

investigation into simple bodies contributes to his theory of change. This explanation 

proceeds in two parts. In Chapter 6, I shall set out the way in which simple bodies comprise 

and form the matter of natural things, which enables them to undergo all of the kids of 

change in addition to locomotion. I argue that the matter, or more specifically, the 

concurrent matter, of physical things is generated from simple bodies. This is how simple 

bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of change. Then, if we can explain why it is the 

case that matter is pivotal for Aristotle’s explanation of change, the role of simple bodies 

in that explanation will be satisfactorily shown. This will be spelled out in the last chapter 

of this dissertation. In Chapter 7, I shall articulate the role that simple bodies play in 

explaining the changes other than locomotion. I argue on the basis of Physics I and GC I 

that change cannot take place without matter that functions as an underlying thing. More 

specifically, the notion of matter not only serves as an account of the possibility of 

substantial changes, but also contributes to Aristotle’s distinction between substantial 

changes and non-substantial changes. Since the notion of matter contributes to Aristotle’s 

theory of change in these two ways, it follows that the simple bodies, given that they are 

the consitutents of the matter, contribute significantly to this explanation of change.  
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5. Why does Aristotle characterize simple bodies in an alternative way  

in De Generatione et Corruptione? 

It is widely known that there are two characterizations of simple bodies. In De Caelo, 

simple bodies are characterized in terms of the absolutely heavy (earth), the relatively 

heavy (water), the relatively light (air), and the absolutely light (fire). Each of them is 

assigned a distinct layer of the sublunary world as its proper place. In De Generatione et 

Corruptione, on the other hand, simple bodies are characterized in terms of four 

combinations of the primary contraries, that is, cold and dry (earth), cold and wet (water), 

hot and wet (air), hot and dry (fire).  

There is an influential tradition of interpretation, according to which Aristotle’s 

characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo is significantly different from that in De 

Generatione et Corruptione. 1  Some critics, even if they admit that these two 

characterizations are not totally unrelated, complain that Aristotle’s characterization of 

simple bodies in De Caelo cannot differentiate simple bodies into four groups sufficiently.2 

In their view, it is for the sake of providing us with a stricter deduction of the number of 

simple bodies that the characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione 

is put forward. For this reason, some of these critics even attempt to reduce the first 

characterization in De Caelo to the second one in De Generatione et Corruptione.3  

Against these views, I shall argue in this chapter that Aristotle’s two characterizations 

of simple bodies are not unrelated. It is true that the first characterization in De Caelo is 

insufficient, but it does not follow that it lacks its own significance, or even can be reduced 

to the later characterization in De Generatione et Corruption. As has been shown in chapter 

4, De Caelo provides a complete and rigorous deduction of the number of simple bodies. 

                                                             
1 This tradition can be traced back as far as to Avicenna, cf. Gannagé 2005, 28, note 105. Gill makes a 
similar, but different, observation on this distinction. She says: ‘De gen. et corr. is interested in the 
ways in which the elements act on and respond to one another in the composition of compound bodies 
and in their own transformations […] The De caelo, by contrast, is interested in how the elements 
behave in their own right (καθ’ αὑτά), independent of one another’ (Gill 2009, 140). According to 
Falcon’s report, Averroes shares a similar view similar to that defended by Gill: ‘This study [of simple 
bodies] is conducted in the four books of On the Heavens and two books of On generation and 
Corruption. While the first treatise deals with simple bodies as such, the second deals with simple 
bodies as elements of homogeneous bodies’ (Falcon 2016, 423). 
2 Simplicius 2009, 115; Solmsen 1960, 295; 282ff.; Gill 2009, 145; Matthen 2009, 125-127; Berman 
2018, 3, n. 6. 
3 Krizan 2018a, 103-110; Berman 2018, 8-14. 
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It is on the basis of this investigation that Aristotle moves on to his investigation into the 

principles and causes of the changes other than locomotion. In contrast with the traditional 

views of Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo, in this chapter, I will 

argue that this characterization is insufficient, but for another reason. This characterization, 

as I shall show in §5.2, cannot by itself explain the mutual transformation of simple bodies. 

This insufficiency makes it impossible to ensure the eternality of change in the sublunary 

field, which, as I shall show in §5.1, is insisted on by Aristotle throughout his natural 

philosophy. It is for this reason that a new characterization of simple bodies must be put 

forward, that is, because it overcomes the insufficiency of Aristotle’s characterization in 

De Caelo. If what I argue in this chapter is on the mark, then we may conclude that the 

second characterization in De Generatione et Corruptione does not supercede the one in 

De Caelo, but complements it as part of Aristotle’s theory of change. Much of my 

interpretation of the role that simple bodies play in explaining the changes, especially 

generation and corruption, will be worked out in Chapters 6 and Chapter 7. In this chapter, 

however, I am going to explain why Aristotle thinks it necessary to move from the one 

characterization of simple bodies to the other. I argue that this transition serves to help 

explain the changes other than locomotion, especially generation and corruption. 

In the first section of this chapter (§5.1), I shall first lay out the initial theoretical 

motivation for Aristotle’s transition from his characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo 

to his new characterization in De Generatione et Corruptione. I argue that this transition 

serves the purpose of securing the supposition that change in this universe is everlasting. 

This supposition is not accepted uncritically. As we shall see in §5.1, Aristotle has provided 

us with a rigorous justification of this proposition. Moreover, if the supposition that change 

is everlasting is accepted, it is necessary to develop an alternative characterization of simple 

bodies. As I shall explain in §5.2, if simple bodies, as they are characterized in De Caelo, 

were not subject to mutual transformation, the generation and the growth of natural things 

would be more and more difficult and eventually it would cease. On the other hand, 

generation and corruption cannot take place without some necessary conditions, such as 

the capabilities of acting and being affected. But, heavy and light, through which simple 

bodies are characterized in De Caelo, are not the capabilities or powers that enable things 

to act or to be affected. In order to meet the conditions of generation and corruption and 

save the natural world from running into a dead end, an alternative characterization of 
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simple bodies is demanded. Finally, in §5.3, I shall arrive at Aristotle’s characterization of 

simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione, and consider the relationship between 

Aristotle’s two characterizations of simple bodies in the context of his explanation of 

change in §5.4. 

 

5.1 The natural world is everlasting 

In this section, I shall explain why the characterization of simple bodies that is put 

forward in De Caelo is not sufficient as an explanation of change, especially generation 

and corruption. In my view, if Aristotle were solely insisting on his characterization of 

simple bodies in De Caelo, changes in the sublunary world would ultimately run into a 

dead end. This result, however, goes against his supposition that change is eternal. Thus 

his initial characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo must be developed. 

Aristotle believes that we live in a world in which coming-to-be, including substantial 

generation and changes in respect of quality and quantity, takes place all the time and 

ceaselessly. This supposition, as I shall argue in this section, is not baseless. Arguments in 

support of it can be found in Physics VIII.1, and I shall consider Aristotle’s arguments for 

this supposition. As we shall see, this task is necessary, because it exposes the deficiency 

in Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo. This, as I shall argue, is not 

the deficiency that critics usually point out when they obseve the difference between De 

Caelo and GC on this issue. My account will lead to the recognition that both of Aristotle’s 

characterizations of simple bodies in these texts contribute to a single, coherent theory of 

change. 

At the beginning of Physics VIII.1, Aristotle immediately poses the question of 

whether or not change is everlasting.1 Since the natural world would cease to be if there 

were no motion at all, Aristotle’s real concern here, as Graham points out, is whether or 

not the natural world has a beginning and an end.2 His answer to this question is that 

change has neither beginning nor end. After reviewing his predecessors on this issue, he 

begins his formal discussion and provides us with his own rigorous justifications. First, he 
                                                             
1 Physics VIII.1, 250b11-13, Πότερον γέγονέ ποτε κίνησις οὐκ οὖσα πρότερον, καὶ φθείρεται πάλιν 
οὕτως ὥστε κινεῖσθαι µηδέν, ἢ οὔτ’ ἐγένετο οὔτε φθείρεται, ἀλλ’ ἀεὶ ἦν καὶ ἀεὶ ἔσται. 
2 Graham 1999, 37. 
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provides us with a justification of the view that change has no beginning. Then he argues 

for the imperishability of change. As we shall see in the subsequent sections, it is on the 

basis of this supposition that Aristotle develops an alternative characterization in the 

treatise after De Caelo. 

5.1.1 Change has no beginning 

First, at Physics 251a17-28, Aristotle argues that change cannot have a beginning. His 

argument here is built on the assumption that any change to a movable thing requires a 

mover. In other words, if there is a thing X1 undergoing a change C1, there must be an agent 

Y1 by which X1 is moved.1 On the basis of this assumption, if we suppose that C1 is the 

first change, and there is no change taking place before it, then there are two possibilities: 

(1) both the moved thing X1 and the mover Y1 are generated, or (2) both X1 and Y1 are 

everlasting.  

It is obvious that the first possibility is impossible. If either X1 or Y1 were generated, 

there would be at least one generation of the moved thing or the mover. Since the change 

C1 cannot take place without X1 and Y1, before they are generated—if they were 

generated—C1 cannot take place at all. Therefore, there must be at least a generation of X1 

or Y1 before C1 takes place. But generation is a change. This goes against the major premise 

that C1 is the first change, which indicates that the assumption that X1 and Y1 are generated 

is incorrect.  

The second possibility, namely, both X1 and Y1 are everlasting, cannot be accepted 

either. For, as Aristotle puts it: 

To suppose, on the other hand, that these things were in being throughout all previous 
time without there being any motion appears unreasonable on a moment’s thought, and 
still more unreasonable, we shall find, on further consideration. (250a20-23)2  

In the several lines that follow, Aristotle provides an argument for denying this possibility: 

For if we are to say that, while there are on the one hand things that are movable, and 
on the other hand things that are motive, there is a time when there is a first mover and 
a first moved, and another time when there is no such thing but only something that is 
at rest, then this thing must previously have been in process of change; for there must 

                                                             
1 Cf. 251a9-17. 
2 εἰ δ’ ὄντα προϋπῆρχεν ἀεὶ κινήσεως µὴ οὔσης, ἄλογον µὲν φαίνεται καὶ αὐτόθεν ἐπιστήσασιν, οὐ 
µὴν ἀλλὰ µᾶλλον ἔτι προάγουσι τοῦτο συµβαίνειν ἀναγκαῖον.  
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have been some cause of its rest, rest being the privation of motion. (250a23-28)1 

If the moved thing, X1, and the mover, Y1, exist for all time before the first change, C1, X1 

and Y1 must only rest, otherwise C1 would not be the first change. But, according to 

Aristotle’s kinetics, even being at rest requires a cause. This leads him to conclude that 

there must be a change before the so-called first change C1. Graham objects that it is 

problematic for Aristotle to claim that a thing requires a cause of its being at rest.2 It seems 

to me, however, that this is not the point for his current purpose. What matters here is that 

before C1, either X1 or Y1 has to be changed from one state to another. Let mefurther explain 

my response to Graham’s objection. 

As noted in the first paragraph of this section, Y1 acts on X1 and cuases X1 to undergo 

C1 at some time, t1. It is reasonable to ask what makes it possible for Y1 to act on X1 at t1, 

when nothing happened before t1. If Y1 acts on X1 at t1, it would be the case that either (a) 

Y1 has been transformed from one state, in which it does not act on X1, to another state, in 

which it acts on X1, or (b) X1 has experienced a transformation from one state, in which it 

cannot be moved by Y1, to another state, in which it can be moved by Y1. At least one of 

these transformations must have taken place before t1, otherwise Y1 cannot act on X1 (or X1 

cannot be moved by Y1) at t1. This transformation is the cause of the interaction between 

X1 and Y1 at t1, rather than at any other time. Thus, what matters for Aristotle here is not 

whether or not being at rest requires a cause. What matters is, rather, that X1 or Y1 has to 

be altered from one state to another prior to t1. Since the alterations of X1 and Y1 are changes, 

there must be some change before C1, otherwise Y1 cannot act upon X1 as the mover. 

Let us now summarize Airstotle’s argument. Even if both X1 and Y1 were everlasting, 

it would still follow that C1 is not the first change. The conclusion that there must be an 

antecedent change to Y1 goes against the major premise that C1 is the first change. 

Therefore, the moved thing X1 and the mover Y1 of the first change C1, if there were a first 

change, can neither be generated nor be everlasting. Since everything must be either 

generated or everlasting, there can be neither a first moved thing X1, nor a first mover Y1, 

nor a first change C1. The conclusion is that, changes do not have a beginning.  

                                                             
1 εἰ γὰρ τῶν µὲν κινητῶν ὄντων τῶν δὲ κινητικῶν ὁτὲ µὲν ἔσται τι πρῶτον κινοῦν, τὸ δὲ κινούµενον, 
ὁτὲ δ’ οὐθέν, ἀλλ’ ἠρεµεῖ, ἀναγκαῖον τοῦτο µεταβάλλειν πρότερον· ἦν γάρ τι αἴτιον τῆς ἠρεµίας· ἡ 
γὰρ ἠρέµησις στέρησις κινήσεως. ὥστε πρὸ τῆς πρώτης µεταβολῆς ἔσται µεταβολὴ προτέρα. 
2 See Graham 1999, 43.  
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5.1.2 Change does not have an end 

As has been shown, the task of Physics VIII.1 is to justify that change is everlasting. 

An everlasting change has neither beginning nor end. Having shown that change does not 

have a beginning, Aristotle moves on to argue that change has no end.1 The way he argues 

for the endlessness (or imperishability) of change is similar to the way he has argued in the 

previous two justifications. According to his view, if it is proved that there is no last change, 

it will follow that change has no end. He says: 

The same reasoning will also serve to show the imperishability of motion: just as a 
becoming of motion would involve, as we saw, a change previous to the first, in the 
same way a perishing of motion would involve a change subsequent to the last. 
(251b28-b31)2 

In comparison with his previous justifications, the argument quoted above is even more 

compressed. It is, however, similar to the first justification. There, Aristotle assumes that 

there is a last change C2, which involves a moved thing, X2, and a mover Y2. The overall 

strategy of this justification is to prove that X2 and Y2 can be neither corruptible nor eternal. 

Since everything is either corruptible or eternal, otherwise it does not exist at all, a pair 

such as X2 and Y2 does not exist, nor is there a last change C2 that depends on X2 and Y2.  

    First, Aristotle commits to the existence of X2 and Y2 on which C2 depends. In his 

view, even if C2 has finished, X2 remains movable and Y2 remains a mover. He says: 

For when a thing ceases to be moved, it does not therefore at the same time cease to be 
movable—e.g. the cessation of being burned does not involve the cessation of the 
capacity of being burned, since a thing may be capable of being burned without being 
burned—nor, when a thing ceases to be a mover, does it therefore at the same time 
cease to be motive. Again, the destructive agent will have to be destroyed when it has 
destroyed, and then that which has the capacity of destroying it will have to be 

                                                             
1 Between the first argument and Aristotle’s justification of the endlessness or imperishability of 
change, there is a third argument in 251b10-28. This is a general argument on the eternality of change, 
which is built on Aristotle’s argument of the eternality of time. It has been generally accepted that this 
argument is a digression, or a later insertion, cf. Ross 1936, 688; Graham 1999, 45. In order to treat 
Aristotle’s main argument in this chapter as complete, without interruption, this inserted argument has 
been omitted here. For a careful examination of this passage, see Graham 1999, 45-49. 
2 ὁ δ’ αὐτὸς λόγος καὶ περὶ τοῦ ἄφθαρτον εἶναι τὴν κίνησιν· καθάπερ γὰρ ἐπὶ τοῦ γενέσθαι κίνησιν 
συνέβαινεν προτέραν εἶναί τινα µεταβολὴν τῆς πρώτης, οὕτως ἐνταῦθα ὑστέραν τῆς τελευταίας. 
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destroyed afterwards; for being destroyed is a kind of change. (251b31-252a3)1  

According to Aristotle, the capacities of moving and being moved are independent of any 

change. In regard to C2, if there were a last change, even when it has been completed, X2 

is still movable, and the Y2 is still able to make things move. This is what Aristotle tells us; 

but, in the justification he does not explain why C2 cannot be the last change. On the basis 

of what has been shown in previous section, this justification can be completed by 

explaining why C2 is not the last change. 

    As has been shown, if Y1 acts on X1 at t1, it would be the case that either (a) Y1 has 

been transformed from one state, in which it does not act on X1, to another state, in which 

it acts on X1, or (b) X1 has undergone a transformation from one state, in which it cannot 

be moved by Y1, to another state, in which it can be moved by Y1. At least one of these 

transformations must have taken place before t1, otherwise Y1 cannot act on X1 (or X1 

cannot be moved by Y1) at t1. This transformation is the cause of the interaction between 

X1 and Y1 at t1, rather than any other time. Similarly, if Y2 acts on X2 at t2, there must be at 

least one of the two additional conditions: (a’) Y2 has been transformed from one state, in 

which it act on X2, to another state, in which it does not act on X2, or (b’) X2 has experienced 

a transformation from one state, in which it is moved by Y2, to another state, in which it 

can no longer be moved by Y2. If C2 is, ineeed, the last change, then there cannot be any 

change after t2. If this were the case, Y2 could not act on X2 after t2. Therefore, at least one 

of the two conditions, (a’) or (b’), must obtain, otherwise it is impossible to explain why 

Y2 can act on X2 (or X2 can be moved by Y2) at t2, but things have been changed afterwards. 
However, both (a’) and (b’) are changes. Therefore, there must be at least one change that 

takes place after C2, this, howeer, goes against the major premise that C2 is the last change. 

This contradiction leads to the conclusion that there is no last change. As Aristotle 

summarizes: 

If, then, this is impossible, it is clear that motion is eternal and cannot have existed at 
one time and not at another: in fact, such a view can hardly be described as anything 
else than fantastic. (252a3-252a5)2 

                                                             
1 οὐ γὰρ ἅµα παύεται κινούµενον καὶ κινητὸν ὄν, οἷον καιόµενον καὶ καυστὸν ὄν (ἐνδέχεται γὰρ 
καυστὸν εἶναι µὴ καιόµενον), οὐδὲ κινητικὸν καὶ κινοῦν. καὶ τὸ φθαρτικὸν δὴ δεήσει φθαρῆναι ὅταν 
φθείρῃ· καὶ τὸ τούτου φθαρτικὸν πάλιν ὕστερον· καὶ γὰρ ἡ φθορὰ µεταβολή τίς ἐστιν.  
2 εἰ δὴ ταῦτ’ ἀδύνατα, δῆλον ὡς ἔστιν ἀΐδιος κίνησις, ἀλλ’ οὐχ ὁτὲ µὲν ἦν ὁτὲ δ’ οὔ· καὶ γὰρ ἔοικε τὸ 
οὕτω λέγειν πλάσµατι µᾶλλον. 
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Thus, by arguing that there is a last change, Aristotle makes it clear that change is 

imperishable. Finally, Aristotle arrives at his conclusion that ‘there never was a time when 

there was not motion, and never will be a time when there will not be motion.’1  

 

5.2 The insufficiency of the characterization in De Caelo 

In the previous section it was shown that, according to Aristotle, we live in a world in 

which changes take place without beginning and ending. This conclusion, as I shall argue 

in this section, not only reveals the deficiency of Aristotle’s characterization of simple 

bodies in De Caelo, but also lays a firm foundation for Aristotle’s further investigations in 

his natural philosophy. More specifically, it is on the basis of this supposition that Aristotle 

explores the way in which simple bodies contribute to an explanation of the changes other 

than locomotion in De Generatione et Corruptione. This can be seen from the fact that, in 

GC I.3, he reiterates that the changes other than locomotion never come to an end, 

immediately after a review of the traditional views about generation and corruption.2 This 

indicates that, whatever factors are introduced to explain the changes other than locomotion, 

they must guarantee that the explanandum, i.e. any change other than locomotion, is 

everlasting. This is the starting point of my investigation (in this section). I shall argue that, 

if we consider Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in DC carefully, we will 

discover that this characterization comes into direct conflict with his theoretical starting 

point in GC. It is this conflict between Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in DC 

and his supposition that change is everlasting, rather than the insufficiency of Aristotle’s 

characterization of simple bodies in DC in differentiating simple bodies into four groups, 

which requires Aristotle to develop an alternative characterization of the fundamental 

constituents of the universe in GC.  

This section consists of two parts. First I argue that, if change never comes to an end, 

simple bodies, since they are characterized by weight and lightness, must be subject to 

mutual transformation. On the other hand, as I shall argue in the second part of this section, 

Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo cannot explain the mechanism of 

                                                             
1 Physics VIII.1, 252b5-6, ὅτι µὲν οὖν οὐδεὶς ἦν χρόνος οὐδ’ ἔσται ὅτε κίνησις οὐκ ἦν ἢ οὐκ ἔσται, 
εἰρήσθω τοσαῦτα. 
2 GC I.3, 317b33-a13. 
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their transformation. Therefore, Aristotle thinks it necessary to characterize simple bodies 

in a different way in De Generatione et Corruptione. 

 

5.2.1 Simple bodies are subject to mutual transformation 

In my justification of the contrariety of simple bodies in §4.2.2, we have already seen 

Aristotle’s view that simple bodies are subject to mutual transformation. This observation 

not only contributes to our determination of the number of simple bodies, but also serves 

for our present consideration of the disadvantages of the way in which simple bodies are 

characterized in De Caelo. In this section, instead of repeating Aristotle’s rigorous but dull 

justification of the mutual transformability of simple bodies, I shall argue that if simple 

bodies were not subject to mutual transformation, all change would come to a dead end, 

which is incompatible with what has been shown in previous section (§5.1).  

As they are defined in De Caelo, it is of the simple bodies of which the complex things, 

especially the animate beings, are composed.1  When destroyed, complex bodies will 

resolve into the corporeal elements of which they are composed. There are two possible 

outcomes for the generated simple bodies. They either enter into some fresh combination, 

or exist independently in their own right. As has been shown in §4.3, simple bodies in De 

Caelo are differentiated and characterized in terms of the absolutely heavy (earth), the 

relatively heavy (water), the relatively light (air), and the absolutely light (fire). Each of 

these is assigned a layer of the sublunary world as its proper place. In accordance with this 

characterization, once a simple body is separated from a complex body and exists 

independently, it would by nature return to its proper place and join its kind. If there were 

not an external force separating this simple body from the simple mass, and if it were eternal 

and could not transform into another simple body, it would be in its proper place and with 

its kind forever. For this reason, there would be more and more simple bodies restored to 

their proper layers of the sublunary universe, whereas those simple bodies that are left for 

the formation of complex bodies would be fewer and fewer. With fewer simple bodies 

being available to form complex bodies, the generation of new complex bodies would be 

                                                             
1 On the definition of simple bodies, see chapter 2 of this dissertation. A more detailed examination of 
this definition and the way in which simple bodies exist in complex bodies will be provided in chapter 
7.  
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more and more difficult. It follows that the generation of new complex bodies would 

ultimately cease. 

If simple bodies were eternal and by nature tend to rest in their proper places, it would 

be possible for Aristotle to introduce some external power, such as Empedocles’ Love or 

Anaxagoras’ Mind, to remove simple bodies from their permanent places so as to form 

complex bodies. However, if this were done, it would follow that, in Aristotle’s system of 

natural philosophy, the formation of complex bodies cannot take place unless simple bodies 

are moved by the external force against their natures. In other words, the formation of the 

physical world would occur contrary to the natures of simple bodies. This would be a 

strange consequence for Aristotle. For, on his view, every phase in the process of natural 

generation has to take place by nature, rather than against nature. 

Thus far in §4.2, we have seen that Aristotle has made it clear that simple bodies are 

subject to mutual transformation in DC III. But it is only now that we fully understand his 

theoretical motivation of doing this. As a conclusion, if simple bodies were not subject to 

mutual transformation, the way in which they are characterized in De Caelo would lead to 

the consequence that change is ultimately perishable. This is obviously unacceptable for 

Aristotle. Therefore, it is necessary for him to maintain that simple bodies are subject to 

mutual transformation.  

 

5.2.2 The conditions of generation and corruption  

In the previous sections we have seen why Aristotle is compelled to argue that simple 

bodies are subject to mutual transformation. In this section, I shall spell out why it is the 

case that the way in which he characterizes simple bodies in De Caelo cannot explain the 

mechanism of their mutual transformation. I argue that the reason for this is that it fails to 

meet the conditions of generation and corruption in general. It is clear that the mutual 

transformation of simple bodies must satisfy these conditions, since it cannot occur without 

generation and corruption. Whenever a simple body is transformed into another simple 

body, the first is destroyed and the second is generated. This is the how the mutual 
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transformations among simple bodies take place.1 

As has been pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, I agree with the critics that 

Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo is, to some extent, incomplete. 

But, in opposition to the critics, I argue (in this section) that the insufficiency of this 

characterization is that it fails to explain the mutual transformation among simple bodies, 

which is not the traditional view of critics. It is this disadvantage that compels Aristotle to 

consider an alternative characterization in his treatise on generation and corruption, namely, 

De Generatione et Corruptione. As we shall see in this section, Aristotle’s characterization 

of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione has not abandoned his characterization 

in De Caelo, but has rather complemented it within an integrated theory of change. In what 

follows I shall first spell out the necessary condition for generation and corruption, which 

Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo fails to meet, then I shall explain 

why it fails to meet the condition. 

In De Generatione et Corruptione, having distinguished the substantial changes from 

alteration and the changes in respect of quantities, Aristotle moves on to his discussion of 

the conditions under which all these changes, especially generation and corruption, are 

possible. As he observes, all those philosophers who make the elements come to be and 

those who make things generate from the elements, or, in a word, the pluralists, make use 

of aggregation and segregation, contact, and qualitative affection. 2  According to 

Aristotle’s interpretation of his predecessors, since aggregation is mixing, 3  and the 

formation of mixture necessarily involves alteration,4 neither alteration nor aggregation 

and segregation can take place without qualitative affection:  

But, again, there cannot be alteration, or aggregation and segregation, unless there is 
something which acts and something which is affected. For not only those who 
postulate a plurality of elements make them come to be by their reciprocal action and 
passion; those who derive things from a single element are equally compelled to speak 

                                                             
1 At the outset of GC II.4, Aristotle has pointed out explicitly that the mutual transformation of simple 
bodies is substantial change, rather than alteration. 
2 GC I.6, 322b6-8, πάντες γὰρ οἵ τε τὰ στοιχεῖα γεννῶντες καὶ οἱ τὰ ἐκ τῶν στοιχείων διακρίσει 
χρῶνται καὶ συγκρίσει καὶ τῷ ποιεῖν καὶ πάσχειν. Here I adopt Wildberg’s view on the translation of 
ποιεῖν and πάσχειν. See Wildberg 2004, 222-223. 
3 GC I.6, 322b8, ἒστι δ’ ἡ σύγκρισις µίξις. 
4 Cf. GC I.10, 328b22, ἡ δὲ µίξις τῶν µικτῶν ἀλλοιωθέντων ἕνωσις. A more in-depth discussion of 
mixture can be found in chapter 7. 
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of action. (322b9-13)1 

In this passage, Aristotle takes qualitative affection as a necessary condition for alteration, 

or aggregation and segregation. This, according to Aristotle, is derived from the agreement 

between all the monists and pluralists before him. It has been noted by critics that the 

division of the Presocratic philosophers into two groups in GC I.6 echoes that in GC I.1.2 

In GC I.1, Aristotle has already pointed out that the monists are obliged to identify coming 

to be with alteration, while the pluralists are not..3 Thus, in the passage quoted above, when 

he refers to conditions of the occurrence of alteration, what Aristotle probably has in mind 

is that coming to be and passing away, for all those monists who have identified the 

substantial changes with alteration, cannot take place without qualitative affection. On the 

other hand, since aggregation and segregation cannot take place without the mutual 

affection, the pluralists, who have explained substantial changes in terms of aggregation 

and segregation, are obliged to admit that qualitative affection is a necessary condition of 

all substantial changes. Therefore, on the basis of an analysis of the systems of his 

predecessors, Aristotle arrives at the conclusion that generation and corruption presuppose 

qualitative affection. It is on the basis of this conclusion that he precedes to his discussion 

on acting and being affected in GC I.7-9. 

That simple bodies are subject to generation and corruption entails that they must be 

subject to action and affection at the same time. In other words, if simple bodies are subject 

to mutual transformation, they are also subject to, specifically, qualitative affection. 

Therefore, whatever the properties by which simple bodies are characterized are, they must 

make it possible for the simple bodies to be capable of affecting each other. However, 

Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo fails to meet this requirement.  

After spelling out the necessary conditions of the changes other than locomotion in 

                                                             
1 Ἀλλὰ µὴν οὐδ’ ἀλλοιοῦσθαι δυνατόν, οὐδὲ διακρίνεσθαι καὶ συγκρίνεσθαι, µηδενὸς ποιοῦντος µηδὲ 
πάσχοντος· καὶ γὰρ οἱ πλείω τὰ στοιχεῖα ποιοῦντες γεννῶσι τῷ ποιεῖν καὶ πάσχειν ὑπ’ ἀλλήλων, καὶ 
τοῖς ἐξ ἑνὸς ἀνάγκη λέγειν τὴν ποίησιν. 
2 See Natali 2004, 198. 
3 Cf. 314a8-13, ὃσοι µὲν γὰρ ἕν τι τὸ πᾶν λέγουσιν εἶναι καὶ πάντα ἐξ ἑνὸς γεννῶσι, τούτοις µὲν 
ἀνάγκη τὴν γένεσιν ἀλλοίωσιν φάναι καὶ τὸ κυρίως γινόµενον ἀλλοιοῦσθαι. ὃσοι δὲ πλείω τὴν ὕλην 
ἑνὸς τιθέασιν, οἷον Ἐµπεδοκλῆς καὶ Ἀναξαγόρας καὶ Λεύκιππος, τούτοις δὲ ἕτερον. Aristotle has 
omitted that, similarly, the pluralists are obliged to identify coming to be with aggregation, and 
passing away with segregation. But this is clear according to GC I.6 322b6-8.  
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the last chapters of GC I,1 Aristotle moves towards an investigation into the corporeal 

elements in the next book of this treatise, and considers their differential qualities in GC 

II.2. He is keenly aware that his characterization of simple bodies must make it possible for 

them to be capable of mutual action and affection. He says: 

Contrarieties correlative to touch are the following: hot-cold, dry-moist, heavy-light, 
hard-soft, viscous-brittle, rough-smooth, coarse-fine. Of these heavy and light are 
neither active nor susceptible. Things are not called heavy and light because they act 
upon, or suffer action from, other things. Things are not called heavy and light because 
they act upon, or suffer action from, other things. But the elements must be reciprocally 
active and susceptible, since they combine and are transformed into one another. 
(329b17-23)2 

Natural bodies can be differentiated and characterized by opposite properties. However, in 

order to guarantee that simple bodies are subject to qualitative affections, some of the 

properties by which simple bodies are differentiated and characterized must possess the 

powers of acting and being acted upon. This is why Aristotle develops an alternative 

characterization of simple bodies from the one he has provided in De Caelo. 

As has been shown, in De Caelo, simple bodies are differentiated and characterized 

in terms of the absolutely heavy (earth), the relatively heavy (water), the relatively light 

(air), and the absolutely light (fire). It is for this reason that things can be called heavy or 

light, but owing to the fact that a heavy thing cannot make another thing heavier by touching 

it, nor can a light thing make another thing lighter by contact, neither heavy nor light—in 

either the absolute or relative sense—are capable of acting and being affected. Therefore, 

even though simple bodies can be differentiated and characterized in terms of heavy and 

light, they are not capable of acting and being acted on by one another in virtue of these 

differences. In other words, if heavy and light were the only properties by which simple 

bodies were characterized, these simple bodies would not be subject to qualitative affection 

at all.  

On the other hand, the eternality of change and the transformability of simple bodies 

                                                             
1 Being capable of contact and mixing are also the necessary conditions of changes. They have been 
correspondingly dealt with in GC I.6 and I.10. But for the present purpose, in this chapter, only simple 
bodies’ capability of having qualitative affection is discussed. 
2 Εἰσὶ δ’ ἐναντιώσεις κατὰ τὴν ἁφὴν αἵδε, θερµὸν ψυχρόν, ξηρὸν ὑγρόν, βαρὺ κοῦφον, σκληρὸν 
µαλακόν, γλίσχρον κραῦρον, τραχὺ λεῖον, παχὺ λεπτόν. τούτων δὲ βαρὺ µὲν καὶ κοῦφον οὐ ποιητικὰ 
οὐδὲ παθητικά· οὐ γὰρ τῷ ποιεῖν τε ἕτερον ἢ πάσχειν ὑφ’ ἑτέρου λέγονται. δεῖ δὲ ποιητικὰ καὶ 
παθητικὰ εἶναι ἀλλήλων τὰ στοιχεῖα· µίγνυται γὰρ καὶ µεταβάλλει εἰς ἄλληλα. 
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entail that simple bodies must be capable of acting and being acted upon by one another. 

This contradiction exposes the insufficiency of Aristotle’s characterization of simple 

bodies in De Caelo. It indicates that only if simple bodies are characterized in an alternative 

way, according to which simple bodies are capable of mutual affection, can the mechanism 

of the mutual transformation of simple bodies be explained, and the eternity of change in 

the sublunary world be understood. 

 

5.3 The characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione 

In the previous sections, we have seen that the simple bodies, i.e., the corporeal 

elements of the sublunary universe, have to be capable of changing into one another, 

otherwise the changes around us cannot be everlasting. In order to convince his reader of 

the eternality of change, especially the eternality of generation and corruption, Aristotle 

thinks it necessary to characterize simple bodies, as required by the conditions of generation 

and corruption, so as to provide an explanation of the mechanism of the mutual 

transformation among the elements. Only if it has been explained why it is the case that the 

corruption of one element leads to the generation of another element, can the endlessness 

of the sublunary changes be satisfactorily understood. However, since qualitative affection 

is one of the most crucial conditions for the existence and explanation of generation and 

corruption, and since the characterization of simple bodies in De Caelo does not make them 

mutually active and passive, Aristotle is compelled to put forward an alternative 

characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione. It is this new 

characterization of simple bodies that makes it possible for him to provide an explanation 

of these mutual transformation.  

It is widely known that, in De Generatione et Corruptione, each of the simple bodies 

is characterized by a certain combination hot/cold and wet/dry. These four properties, in 

Aristotle’s terminology, are the primary contraries or differentiae. With respect to the 

relationship between the primary contraries and the simple bodies, there is an influential 

tradition according to which these contraries are identified with the constituents of simple 

bodies, or, in contrast to the so-called elements, they are even identified with the true 
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elements.1 In this section, I am not going to enter this controversy and argue directly 

against this tradition. Rather, I am going to follow my previous argument and spell out the 

way in which Aristotle’s new characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et 

Corruptione overcomes the insufficiency of his initial characterization in De Caelo. In this 

way, the close connection between Aristotle’s two characterizations of simple bodies in 

two distinct treatises will be revealed and emphasized. If what I argue in this section is on 

the mark, it will provide us with a fresh perspective not only on the role of simple bodies 

in explaining the changes of the sublunary field, but also on our the relationship between 

these two characterizations of simple bodies in De Caelo and in De Generatione et 

Corruptione. 

 

5.3.1 The primary contraries  

That the simple bodies are capable of changing into each other is accepted in De 

Generatione et Corruptione as a fact.2 In order to provide us with an account of the 

elemental transformations, which contribute to an account of the eternality of the terrestrial 

changes, Aristotle is in a position to characterize simple bodies as capable of acting and 

being acted upon by one another. This task can be accomplished by picking out certain 

qualities that are subject to qualitative affection in virtue of themselves, and assigning these 

qualities to the simple bodies. Only if a simple body possesses at least one such quality, is 

it capable of activity or passivity in regard to this quality. Now, Aristotle’s main task is to 

single out certain qualities by which simple bodies can be differentiated and endowed with 

capacities of mutual affection. 

This work has been done in GC II.2. In this chapter, the domain of the affective 

qualities is confined to perceptible qualities. It is reasonable to start with perceptible 

qualities in his search for the qualities capable of acting and being affected; for, since 

perceptions cannot take place without the affection of an external object,3 whenever a 

perceptible quality is perceived, it must be either an affective quality itself, or a 

                                                             
1 For a detailed literature review of the traditional and revisionary interpretations, see Krizan 2013, 
205-212.  
2 See GC II.2, 329b20–6; II.4, 331a7, 331a12-14, a20-21. 
3 Cf. De Anima II.5, 416b33-34, ἡ δ’ αἴσθησις ἐν τῷ κινεῖσθαί τε καὶ πάσχειν συµβαίνει; 417a4, ἄνευ 
τῶν ἔξω οὐ ποιοῦσιν αἴσθησιν. 
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psychological phenomenon resulting from an affective quality. As Krizan points out, heat, 

for example, is not only a natural capacity to heat things easily, but also an affective quality 

to the touch.1 On the one hand, it is capable of heating things; on the other hand, it can 

impact on the skin and produce the sensation of hotness in a perceiver. This is exactly what 

we look for in our discovery of the qualities capable of acting and being affected. An 

investigation into the sources of our perceptions can reveal the affective qualities that 

produce the corresponding perceptible qualities.  

It is true that we cannot identify perceptible qualities with affective qualities. There 

might be some affective qualities that cannot be perceived because of the limitation of our 

sense-perception. For example, there are some affective qualities that are perceptible to a 

dog, but cannot be perceived by human being; these are not perceptible qualities for human 

being. Even if these qualities exist, Aristotle will not use them in his characterization of 

simple bodies, since simple bodies cannot be characterized in terms of qualities that we 

cannot perceive. For this reason, those affective qualities, that are used in Aristotle’s 

characterization of simple bodies, must be perceptible by human beings. 

However, not all perceptible qualities may be used for the differentiation and 

characterization of simple bodies. Aristotle narrows down the scope of his discrimination 

of the ultimate differentiae, namely, the four primary contraries in two steps in GC II.2 to 

narrow down the scope of his discrimination to the ultimate differentiae. First, he moves 

from perceptible qualities to tangible qualities. This step is made on the basis of the priority 

of the sense of touch over any other senses. In his commentary on GC II.2, 329b7, Williams 

reminds us to connect this passage with Aristotle’s De Anima II. 2-3.2 In these two chapters, 

Aristotle argues that the sense of touch can exist without the other senses, but not vice 

versa.3 This indicates that touch is more basic than any other senses. It is on the basis of 

this observation that Aristotle privileges the tangible qualities over the other perceptible 

qualities.4 

                                                             
1 Krizan 2018a, 95. 
2 Williams 1982, 157. 
3 For example, in De Anima II.2, 413b4-7, we read: αἰσθήσεως δὲ πρῶτον ὑπάρχει πᾶσιν ἁφή· ὥσπερ 
δὲ τὸ θρεπτικὸν δύναται χωρίζεσθαι τῆς ἁφῆς καὶ πάσης αἰσθήσεως, οὕτως ἡ ἁφὴ τῶν ἄλλων 
αἰσθήσεων. See also II.3, 415a3-5, πάλιν δ’ ἄνευ µὲν τοῦ ἁπτικοῦ τῶν ἄλλων αἰσθήσεων οὐδεµία 
ὑπάρχει, ἁφὴ δ’ ἄνευ τῶν ἄλλων ὑπάρχει. 
4 This can be contrasted with what Plato says at Sophist, 246a10-b, ‘when they take hold of all these 
things they insist that only what offers tangible contact is, since they define being as the same as body’ 
(trans. White). According to this passage, some philosophers equate being with what is tangible. It is, 
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As has been said in 329b17, there are several kinds of tangible contraries, such as hot-

cold, dry-moist, heavy-light, hard-soft, viscous-brittle, rough-smooth, coarse-fine, but only 

hot-cold, dry-wet constitute the ultimate differentiae that all one to differentiate and 

characterize simple bodies. These four are the primary contraries: 

Hot is that which associates things of the same kind (for dissociating, which people 
attribute to Fire as its function, is associating things of the same class, since its effect is 
to eliminate what is foreign), while cold is that which brings together, i.e. associates, 
homogeneous and heterogeneous things alike. And wet is that which, being readily 
adaptable in shape, is not determinable by any limit of its own; while dry is that which 
is readily determinable by its own limit, but not readily adaptable in shape. (329b25-
31)1 

According to Aristotle’s definition, the primary contraries are not only perceptible qualities, 

but they are the fundamental capacities of acting and being affected. It is due to their 

possession of some of these affective qualities that simple bodies are capable of mutual 

affection and transformation. 

In contrast with these four tangible qualities, even though heavy and light can be felt 

as well, owing to the fact that they are ‘neither active nor susceptible’, they are not affective 

qualities, as the primary contraries are. For this reason, they are not candidates for the 

ultimate differentiae of simple bodies subject to mutual transformation. On the other hand, 

other non-primary contraries are also excluded as candidates for the differentiae.2 As 

Aristotle articulates in several examples: 

From these [sc. hot and cold, dry and moist] are derived the fine and coarse, viscous 
and brittle, hard and soft, and the remaining differences. For since the wet has no 
determinate shape, but is readily adaptable and follows the outline of that which is in 
contact with it, it is characteristic of it to be such as to fill up. Now the fine is such as 
to fill up. For the fine consists of subtle particles; but that which consists of small 
particles is such as to fill up, inasmuch as it is in contact whole with whole—and the 
fine exhibits this character in a superlative degree. Hence it is evident that the fine 

                                                             

indeed, true that Aristotle holds that each physical thing has a body, in virtue of which it is tangible, 
but its being cannot be identified with having a body, since it is not because of having a body that it is 
what it is.  
1 θερµὸν γάρ ἐστι τὸ συγκρῖνον τὰ ὁµογενῆ (τὸ γὰρ διακρίνειν, ὅπερ φασὶ ποιεῖν τὸ πῦρ, συγκρίνειν 
ἐστὶ τὰ ὁµόφυλα· συµβαίνει γὰρ ἐξαιρεῖν τὰ ἀλλότρια), ψυχρὸν δὲ τὸ συνάγον καὶ συγκρῖνον ὁµοίως 
τά τε συγγενῆ καὶ τὰ µὴ ὁµόφυλα, ὑγρὸν δὲ τὸ ἀόριστον οἰκείῳ ὅρῳ εὐόριστον ὄν, ξηρὸν δὲ τὸ 
εὐόριστον µὲν οἰκείῳ ὅρῳ, δυσόριστον δέ.  
2 There is a debate surrounding the question of whether or not heavy and light can be reduced to the 
primary contraries as, say, fine and coarse. Commentators, who can be traced back to Philoponus, hold 
that heavy and light are weeded out from the list of tangible qualities derived from hot and cold, dry 
and moist. See Philoponus 1999, 125. In contrast with this tradition, Recently, Krizan and Berman 
argue that both of them can be reduced to the primary contraries. See Krizan 2018a and Berman 2018.  
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derives from the moist, while the coarse derives from the dry. Again the viscous derives 
from the moist; for the viscous, e.g. oil, is a wet thing modified in a certain way. The 
brittle, on the other hand, derives from the dry; for brittle is that which is completely 
dry—so completely, that it has actually solidified due to failure of moisture. Further the 
soft derives from the moist. For soft is that which yields by retiring into itself, though 
it does change position, as the wet does—which explains why the wet is not soft, 
although the soft derives from the moist. The hard, on the other hand, derives from the 
dry; for hard is that which is solidified, and the solidified is dry. (329b34-330a12, 
brackets added)1 

According to Aristotle’s reduction, all these tangible qualities are derived from the primary 

contraries. 2  Therefore, hot/cold, dry/moist, given that they are the most fundamental 

tangible qualities, are identified with the most appropriate differentiae by which the four 

sublunary simple bodies are differentiated and characterized. More specifically, hot and 

dry are identified with the differentiae of fire, hot and wet with air, cold and wet with water, 

and cold and dry with earth. 3  It is on the basis of this characterization that the 

transformation of simple bodies is explained. According Aristotle’s theory in GC II.4, a 

simple body is transformed into another simple body by altering one of its differentiae into 

its contrary affective quality.4 

Since the aim of this chapter is to explain why Aristotle thinks it is necessary to put 

forward an alternative characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et Corruptione, 

and how this new characterization contributes to Aristotle’s theory of change, I am not 

going to step into the details of the mechanism of the mutual transformation of simple 

bodies. For present purposes, it is sufficient to note that, only if the second characterization 

of simple bodies is put forward, can simple bodies be subject to mutual transformation, 

which, in turn, underpins the idea that the changes of the sublunary world, especially the 

generation and corruption of physical things, will never arrive at a dead end.  

                                                             
1 Τὸ δὲ λεπτὸν καὶ παχὺ καὶ γλίσχρον καὶ κραῦρον καὶ σκληρὸν καὶ µαλακὸν καὶ αἱ ἄλλαι διαφοραὶ 
ἐκ τούτων· ἐπεὶ γὰρ τὸ ἀναπληστικόν ἐστι τοῦ ὑγροῦ διὰ τὸ µὴ ὡρίσθαι µὲν εὐόριστον δ' εἶναι καὶ 
ἀκολουθεῖν τῷ ἁπτοµένῳ, τὸ δὲ λεπτὸν ἀναπληστικόν (λεπτοµερὲς γάρ, καὶ τὸ µικροµερὲς 
ἀναπληστικόν· ὅλον γὰρ ὅλου ἅπτεται· τὸ δὲ λεπτὸν µάλιστα τοιοῦτον), φανερὸν ὅτι τὸ µὲν λεπτὸν 
ἔσται τοῦ ὑγροῦ, τὸ δὲ παχὺ τοῦ ξηροῦ. Πάλιν δὲ τὸ µὲν γλίσχρον τοῦ ὑγροῦ (τὸ γὰρ γλίσχρον ὑγρὸν 
πεπονθός τί ἐστιν, οἷον τὸ ἔλαιον), τὸ δὲ κραῦρον τοῦ ξηροῦ· κραῦρον γὰρ τὸ τελέως ξηρόν, ὥστε καὶ 
πεπηγέναι δι' ἔλλειψιν ὑγρότητος. Ἔτι τὸ µὲν µαλακὸν τοῦ ὑγροῦ (µαλακὸν γὰρ τὸ ὑπεῖκον εἰς ἑαυτὸ 
καὶ µὴ µεθιστάµενον, ὅπερ ποιεῖ τὸ ὑγρόν· διὸ καὶ οὐκ ἔστι τὸ ὑγρὸν µαλακόν, ἀλλὰ τὸ µαλακὸν τοῦ 
ὑγροῦ), τὸ δὲ σκληρὸν τοῦ ξηροῦ· σκληρὸν γάρ ἐστι τὸ πεπηγός, τὸ δὲ πεπηγὸς ξηρόν. Besides, in 
Meteorology IV.8, Aristotle also explains the way in which some other affective qualities result from 
hot and cold. 
2 On the exact meaning of the derivation from the primary contraries, see Krizan 2018a, 97-103. 
3 GC II.4, 3301-5. 
4 See GC II.4. 
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5.3.2 The relation between the two characterizations of simple bodies 

Critics are generally agreed that De Caelo contains an investigation into the sublunary 

elements. As has been mentioned at the outset of this chapter, there is a long tradition, 

which can be traced back, at least, to Avicenna, that holds that this investigation is 

significantly distinct from that in De Generatione et Corruptione. 1  Some within this 

influential tradition have even attempted to reduce Aristotle’s characterization of simple 

bodies in DC to that in GC. 2  This influential view of the relationship between the 

investigations in these two treatises, in my view, neglects the fact that they both contribute 

to an integrated theory of change, especially generation and corruption in the sublunary 

field.  

As mentioned at the very beginning of the chapter 3 (see also Introduction), the 

investigation in De Generatione et Corruptione is conducted on the basis of that in De 

Caelo, since only if it has been articulated that ether is excluded from the realm of 

generation and corruption, and a complete list of the simple bodies involved in generation 

and corruption is provided in De Caelo, it is possible for Aristotle to begin with an inquiry 

into the definition and the causes of generation and corruption and the changes in respect 

of quantity and quality in the subsequent treatise. This explains why Aristotle doesn’t 

consider ether in his explanation of the changes other than locomotion in De Generatione 

et Corruptione. The absence of ether from this treatise indicates that Aristotle’s 

investigation of the changes other than locomotion, especially generation and corruption, 

in De Generatione et Corruptione, is conducted on the basis of what he has already made 

clear in De Caelo.3 This is what I have shown in Part I of this dissertation. It is in De Caelo 

that Aristotle explains why this universe is composed of the corporeal elements, and for the 

first time proves that all natural changes other than locomotion involve at least four simple 

bodies, rather than five. This, in fact, is accepted in De Generatione et Corruptione as the 

starting point of his further inquiry into generation and corruption, and the other types of 

changes.4  
                                                             
1 See Gannagé 2005, 28, note 105; Gill 2009, 140; Falcon 2016, 423. 
2 Krizan 2018a, 103-110; Berman 2018, 8-14. 
3 It is remarkable that, for example in 335a31, he takes it for granted that neither is involved in 
generation and corruption.  
4 See GC I.3, 319a30ff., fire is characterized as the light element, while earth the heavy element. 
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Aristotle’s characterization in De Generatione et Corruptione, on the other hand, 

cannot explain why there are five simple bodies of which our universe is composed. In GC 

II.2, he does not attempt to explain why ether, which was called the primary body in De 

Caelo, is not included in his characterization. This fact not only suggests that Aristotle’s 

investigation in De Generatione et Corruptione is conducted on the basis of what he has 

done in De Caelo, but it also indicates that his differentiation and characterization of simple 

bodies in De Caelo cannot be reduced to that in De Generatione et Corruptione. If what 

Aristotle does in GC II were his final way to characterize the four sublunary simple bodies, 

then the existence of ether, of which the celestial world is composed, would not be 

explained in the same way as the four terrestrial simple bodies. This would tear Aristotle’s 

theory of simple bodies into two distinct investigations, each of which proceeds on the basis 

of a distinct characterization.  

As I have argued in this chapter, in order to provide a consistent and sufficient 

explanation of change, Aristotle cannot rest content with his characterization of simple 

bodies in De Caelo, since if simple bodies can only be differentiated and characterized by 

their proper places, then the generation and corruption among thems cannot be 

satisfactorily explained. It is in terms of the second characterization of simple bodies, 

namely the one which is put forward in De Generatione et Corruptione, that Aristotle 

ensures that change, especially the generation and corruption of physical things, is 

imperishable. On account of the role that the new characterization in De Generatione et 

Corruptione plays, this characterization still concerns the integrated theory of change. But 

this is not the only benefit that is afforded to Aristotle’s explanation of the sublunary 

changes by his alternative characterization of simple bodies. In the next two chapters, we 

shall see that it is by forming the matter of physical things that the simple bodies, or the 

corporeal elements of physical things, contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of the changes 

in De Generatione et Corruptione. The formation of matter, however, cannot take place 

without the characterization of simple bodies in terms of the primary contraries. 

To conclude, Aristotle’s characterization of simple bodies in De Generatione et 

Corruptione has to go further than his first characterization in De Caelo. Both of these 

characterizations contribute to an integrated theory of change. In the next two chapters, I 

shall explain how exactly those four simple bodies, as they are characterized in De 

Generatione et Corruptione, serve as explanatory factors in Aristotle’s explanation of the 
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changes other than locomotion. 
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6. How does the matter of physical things come to be form simple bodies? 

Why is it necessary for Aristotle to consider simple bodies in De Generatione et 

Corruptione? In what way do simple bodies contribute to the explanation of coming-to-be, 

especially to that of substantial generation and corruption? According to my understanding, 

the answers to these questions lie in the fact that simple bodies are identified with the 

corporeal elements of all physical things. It is of these simple bodies that the matter of 

physical things is composed. Therefore, through an investigation into simple bodies, 

particularly an investigation into the formation of the matter of physical things, we can 

better understand an important cause of change, i.e., the material cause.  

Much of my interpretation of the way in which simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s 

explanation of the changes in addition to locomotion, especially generation and corruption, 

will be elaborated in the last chapter, i.e., Chapter 7. This chapter, however, is no less 

crucial. In this chapter, I shall explain the relation between simple bodies, namely, the 

corporeal elements, and the material cause of physical things. Only if this has been clearly 

explained, can we finally move on to the role that simple bodies play, by forming the matter 

of physical things, in Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other than locomotion.  

My interpretation in this chapter relies crucially on my proposal that, in De 

Generatione et Corruptione, Aristotle distinguishes the mixture of simple bodies from the 

homogenous parts of substances, which leads to a further distinction between matter and 

the corporeal elements. I propose that, for Aristotle, the mixture of simple bodies is that 

from which a physical thing is generated, while the homogenous parts of physical things 

are those of which a physical thing is directly composed. According to my interpretation, 

the homogenous parts of a physical thing are generated from the mixture of simple bodies. 

At the same time, I argue, Aristotle does not identify or equate homogenous parts and the 

mixture of simple bodies; on the contrary, he distinguishes between them, and does so on 

the grounds that they have different forms. This is because simple bodies are wholly 

destroyed in the homogenous parts of physical things, whereas they still exist in virtue of 

themselves in the mixtures from which the homogenous parts of physical things come to 

be.  

This interpretation of the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s explanation of 

change is not entirely new, since there are some critics who have already made a similar 
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point with regard to Metaphysics Θ. For example, Makin has identified the homogenous 

parts of a physical thing as the concurrent matter of a substance, and simple bodies as the 

pre-existing matter of the substance.1 However, in Chapter 6, I show that this distinction, 

or something very similar, is present and operative in Aristotle’s theory of mixture in De 

Generatione et Corruptione; and, in Chapter 7, I use this point in regard to the Physics and, 

in particular, the question why De Generatione et Corruptione has to supplement the 

Physics (I consider this question more closely, below in this Introduction). This, as far as I 

know, is new. Critics have made a similar point with regard to Metaphysics Θ, but nobody, 

to my knowledge, has made this point with regard to De Generatione et Corruptione or the 

relation between that work and the Physics. 

 

6.1 Matter as a cause in De Generatione et Corruptione 

Aristotle makes it clear at the outset of De Generatione et Corruptione that, in this 

treatise, he is occupied with the definitions and the causes of the changes other than 

locomotion. He says,  

Our next task is to study coming-to-be and passing-away. We are to distinguish the 
causes, and to state the definitions, of these processes considered in general—as they 
apply uniformly to all the things that come-to-be and pass-away by nature. Further, we 
are to study growth and alteration. We must inquire what each of them is; and whether 
alteration has the same nature as coming-to-be, or whether to these different names 
there correspond two separate processes with distinct natures. (314a1-314a6)2 

It is conspicuous that, in this treatise which comes after De Caelo, Aristotle’s task is two-

fold. He is primarily going to study the changes in respect of substance. In his study of such 

changes, he is going (1) to provide us with definitions of generation and corruption, and (2) 

to distinguish the causes of these changes. Then he is going to conduct an investigation into 

non-substantial changes, namely, alteration, growth and diminution. On the one hand, each 

                                                             
1 Makin 2006, 139-140; 167. 
2 Περὶ δὲ γενέσεως καὶ φθορᾶς τῶν φύσει γενοµένων καὶ φθειροµένων, ὁµοίως κατὰ πάντων, τάς τε 
αἰτίας διαιρετέον καὶ τοὺς λόγους αὐτῶν, ἔτι δὲ περὶ αὐξήσεως καὶ ἀλλοιώσεως, τί ἑκάτερον, καὶ 
πότερον τὴν αὐτὴν ὑποληπτέον φύσιν εἶναι ἀλλοιώσεως καὶ γενέσεως, ἢ χωρίς, ὥσπερ διώρισται καὶ 
τοῖς ὀνόµασιν. Τῶν µὲν οὖν ἀρχαίων οἱ µὲν τὴν καλουµένην ἁπλῆν γένεσιν ἀλλοίωσιν εἶναί φασιν, οἱ 
δ' ἕτεροι ἀλλοίωσιν καὶ γένεσιν. Ὅσοι µὲν γὰρ ἕν τι τὸ πᾶν λέγουσιν εἶναι καὶ πάντα ἐξ ἑνὸς γεννῶσι, 
τούτοις µὲν ἀνάγκη τὴν γένεσιν ἀλλοίωσιν φάναι καὶ τὸ κυρίως γινόµενον ἀλλοιοῦσθαι. In 
Brunschwig 2004, 34-37, the view according to which 318a9-11 is attributed to the last book of De 
Caelo is considered and refuted.  
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of these changes has to be defined; on the other hand, it is also necessary to articulate the 

distinction between generation and the non-substantial changes, especially alteration (this 

will be examined carefully in § 7.2.3). It is true that Aristotle does not mention here that he 

is going to investigate the causes of growth and alteration, but, as we shall see in next 

chapter, i.e., Chapter 7, he has in fact considered what causes that provide for the possibility 

of growth and alteration.  

Philoponus explicitly connects the passage quoted above with Aristotle’s theory of the 

four causes. In his explanation of the question why Aristotle uses the plural form of the 

notion of cause in 314a3, he says: 

For the substratum is a cause, and <so is> the form itself and the source from which 
change begins, i.e. the efficient cause, and that-for-the-sake-of-which is a cause, namely, 
the end.1 

By substratum, assuming he is using it in the same sense as Aristotle does, Philoponus 

means the matter of a thing.2 This interpretation is correct, since in GC II.9, when Aristotle 

approaches to the end of this treatise, he poses the question of how many principles there 

are of generation and corruption and what they are. 3  In responding to this question, 

Aristotle points out that generation and corruption have to be explained in terms of three 

factors: 

For there is one in the sense of matter, and a second in the sense of form; and, in addition, 
the third must be present as well. (335a29-31)4 

According to Aristotle’s subsequent arguments, the form of a thing is not only the formal 

cause of a thing, but also the final cause, because it is that for the sake of which a thing 

changes.5 In regard to the third cause which has not been articulated in this outline, it is 

that which acts and causes movement, or the efficient cause.6 This is exactly the subject 

matter of his discussion from the second half of GC II.9 to the end of GC II.10. Therefore, 

                                                             
1 Philoponus 2014, 25.  
2 In GC I.3, 319a19, Aristotle explicitly identifies the substratum with the material cause of a thing. 
See also Metaphysics A.3, 983a29: ἑτέραν δὲ τὴν ὕλην καὶ τὸ ὑποκείµενον. This interpretation, i.e., 
that Aristotle identifies the ‘causes’ in 314a3 as the formal, material, efficient, and final causes, is also 
held by Joachim. See Joachim 1929, 62. 
3 GC II.6, 335a26, πόσαι τε καὶ τίνες αὐτῆς ἀρχαί. 
4 ἡ µὲν γάρ ἐστιν ὡς ὕλη, ἡ δ' ὡς µορφή. δεῖ δὲ καὶ τὴν τρίτην ἔτι προσυπάρχειν. 
5 GC II.9, 335b6: ὡς δὲ τὸ οὗ ἕνεκεν ἡ µορφὴ καὶ τὸ εἶδος. 
6 GC II.9, 335b30: τὸ δὲ κινεῖν καὶ ποιεῖν. Cf. Joachim’s summary of GC II.9 and II.10, see Joachim 
1929, 246-247. 
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all of Aristotle’s four causes are addressed in De Generatione et Corruptione, which 

confirms that the causes mentioned in 314a3 are these four causes, i.e., the formal, material, 

efficient, and final causes of generation and corruption. 

Of all the four causes, the material cause has been considered most carefully in De 

Generatione et Corruptione. It is in his inquiry into the cause of matter that he makes clear 

the role of simple bodies, or the corporeal elements of physical things.  

At the beginning of GC I.6, simple bodies are explicitly connected with the matter of 

physical things. Aristotle says that ‘we must first investigate the matter, καί the so-called 

elements.’1 The reason why I have left the ‘καί’ untranslated in the sentence is that the 

translation of this word is controversial. As Natali notes, ‘this καί has been understood as 

an explicative connective by most interpreters, from Philoponus to Zabarella, Joachim, and 

Migliori, who translate it as “i.e”. Only a minority (Williams, Mugler) translate it as 

“and”.’2 In this chapter, I argue that it should be translated as ‘and’, since simple bodies, 

or the corporeal elements, cannot be identified with the matter of the physical things, even 

though, in my view, matter is composed of simple bodies. We will see that what I am doing 

in this chapter is necessary, because it is on the basis of the connection between simple 

bodies and the matter of physical things that the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s 

explanation of the changes in addition to locomotion can be fully understood in Chapter 7.  

In the subsequent sections of the present chapter, I shall begin with Aristotle’s 

definition of the corporeal elements in § 6.2. Based on this definition, I shall argue that the 

corporeal elements are not the matter of physical substances in the strict sense. I argue that, 

according to Aristotle’s definition, there are some compounded things in which the 

corporeal elements exist in virtue of themselves. However, these compounded things that 

are directly composed of the corporeal elements cannot be identified with the individual 

substances around us with which we are familiar. This will be explained in this chapter 

through a reductio ad absurdum. More specifically, I shall argue that if they were the 

individual physical things, a radical dilemma would arise within Aristotle’s system. In § 

6.2-3, I argue that the only way to solve this problem is to distinguish physical substances 

from the things that are composed of the elements in the way outlined in Aristotle’s 

                                                             
1 GC I.6, 322b1-2, ἐπεὶ δὲ πρῶτον δεῖ περὶ τῆς ὕλης καὶ τῶν καλουµένων στοιχείων εἰπεῖν. 
2 Natali 2004, 197. 
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definition. In § 6.4, I explain what exactly the compounded things involved in Aristotle’s 

definition of the corporeal elements are mixtures. In this section, I spell out the way in 

which mixtures come to be from simple bodies and the way in which simple bodies exist 

in mixtures. FInally, in §6.5, I set out to explain of the relationship between mixture and 

the physical individuals. I argue that the mixtures which simple bodies immediately 

compose are the matter of physical individuals. It is from these mixtures that the 

homogenous parts (or the like-parted things), especially the organic homogenous parts, of 

which physical individuals are composed are generated. In this way, the way in which 

simple bodies contribute to the formation of the matter of substances will be clarified. 

 

6.2 Corporeal elements do not exist in substances  

    In the philosophical lexicon of the Metaphysics, Aristotle puts forward his definition 

of an element. He says, 

We call an element that which is the primary component immanent in a thing, and 
indivisible in kind into other kinds. (∆ 3, 1014a26-27)1 

This definition concerns the notion of an element in general. In the subsequent examples, 

which illustrate this notion, we notice that not only body, but also speech, geometrical 

figure, and even a piece of syllogism, can be identified with compounded entities which 

their corresponding elements compose (1014a28, a32, a35-37). In this chapter, we shall not 

consider the concept of element in general, but specifically the corporeal element, or the 

primary factor of which physical things are composed.  

The notion of corporeal element is defined in DC III.3 as follows: 

A corporeal element, we take it, is a body into which other bodies may be divided, 
present in them potentially or in actuality (which of these, is still disputable), and not 
itself divisible into bodies different in form. (302a15-18)2  

In this definition, Aristotle indicates that the corporeal elements can be discovered through 

dividing complex bodies into their constituents. As I have argued above, these constituents 

are the simple bodies, each of which moves with a single type of simple motion. Moreover, 

                                                             
1 Στοιχεῖον λέγεται ἐξ οὗ σύγκειται πρώτου ἐνυπάρχοντος ἀδιαιρέτου τῷ εἴδει εἰς ἕτερον εἶδος. 
2 Ἔστω δὴ στοιχεῖον τῶν σωµάτων, εἰς ὃ τἆλλα σώµατα διαιρεῖται, ἐνυπάρχον δυνάµει ἢ ἐνεργείᾳ 
(τοῦτο γὰρ ποτέρως, ἔτι ἀµφισβητήσιµον), αὐτὸ δ’ ἐστὶν ἀδιαίρετον εἰς ἕτερα τῷ εἴδει·  
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Aristotle raises the question of how corporeal elements exist in complex bodies before they 

separate out.1 According to the Metaphysics, the ways of being are distinguished into being 

in potentiality and being in actuality.2 In other words, any given thing, say wood, exists as 

a piece of wood either in potentiality or in actuality, there is no third possibility. It would 

be extremely helpful if we keep this in mind as we go back to Aristotle’s consideration of 

the way in which simple bodies exists in compounded bodies. Aristotle admits here that the 

question of the way in which elements are present in compounded bodies is still 

controversial,3 but his answer to this question is immediately indicated. In his view, simple 

bodies exist potentially in compounded bodies. This is explicitly expressed in his 

subsequent examples.  

For flesh and wood and all other similar bodies contain potentially fire and earth, since 
one sees these elements exuded from them. (302a21-22)4 

Appealing to these examples, Aristotle makes it clear that the corporeal elements (e.g. fire 

and earth) exist in some compounded bodies, such as flesh and wood, in a potential way. 

This is reasonable, since what we have perceived in reality are flesh and wood, which are 

distinct in characterization from the elements of which flesh and wood are composed. If 

the corporeal elements were in the things in actuality, what we perceive would be elements, 

rather than the compounded things, e.g. flesh and wood.  

It is remarkable that, in the passage quoted above, Aristotle compares the potentiality 

of fire and earth with the state they are in after being separated from a compounded thing. 

Owing to the fact that the corporeal elements, after being exuded from compounded things, 

can be discerned, they must exist in actuality in their own right. According to Aristotle, the 

reason for confirming that there are corporeal elements contained in compounded things is 

that we have witnessed that the elements, e.g., fire and earth, which are present potentially 

in flesh and wood, can be separated from the compounded things and exist in virtue of 

                                                             
1 In Metaphysics, ∆ 3, 1014a26, Aristotle emphasizes that elements are immanent in things. In DC 
III.3, however, in his definition of the corporeal elements, Aristotle considers more carefully the way 
in which the corporeal elements are immanent in things, since, as we shall see, either existing in 
potentiality or in actuality are ways of being immanent.  
2 Metaphysics, ∆ 7, 1017a35-b2, ἔτι τὸ εἶναι σηµαίνει καὶ τὸ ὂν τὸ µὲν δυνάµει ῥητὸν τὸ δ’ ἐντελεχείᾳ 
τῶν εἰρηµένων τούτων. See also Metaphysics, E 2, 1026b1. 
3 In his commentary on this passage, Simplicius explains, ‘for that the elements inhere actually 
follows for those, such as Empedocles and Anaxagoras, who say that coming to be is the result of 
blending and separation out, but that they inhere potentially follows for those who say it is a result of 
qualitative change.’ See Simplicius 2009, 77. 
4 Ἐν µὲν γὰρ σαρκὶ καὶ ξύλῳ καὶ ἑκάστῳ τῶν τοιούτων ἔνεστι δυνάµει πῦρ καὶ γῆ. 
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themselves. This transformation, on the other hand, indicates that each element has 

undergone a transition from a state of potentiality to one of actuality. Through this process, 

an element, which used to present in potentiality in a compounded body, has been 

actualized and exists in its own right. The state form which it is actualized is of course that 

of being potentially in virtue of itself. It can be proved by the following contradiction. If 

what exist potentially in a compounded thing were not the elements existing potentially in 

virtue of themselves but, say, a piece of wood in potentiality, then the actualized thing from 

the potential elements would be a piece of wood, rather than the elements existing in virtue 

of themselves. This, however, goes against Aristotle’s description of a corporeal element 

in 302a21-22, since the entities generated from the potential elements are the actual 

elements, which can be seen. In other words, they are the corporeal elements existing in 

their own right, rather than a piece of wood or anything else.1 

Aristotle emphasizes in these quoted passages that the corporeal elements exist 

potentially in the compounded things they compose. Only if they are separated from 

compounded bodies, would they exist independently and in actuality. For this reason, we 

see that, according to Aristotle’s definition in DC III.3, corporeal elements, namely the 

simple bodies into which any other natural bodies can ultimately be divided, can either be 

present in some compounded bodies in potentiality as their constituents, or be separated 

from these bodies and exist actually in virtue of themselves.  

But what exactly are these compounded bodies that are composed of simple bodies in 
                                                             
1 In fact, when it is admitted that elements present in wood or flesh in potentiality, Aristotle has 
already suggested that the relationship between the corporeal elements and wood or flesh, and that 
between wood and table are totally different. As I have argued, the elements exist in wood in 
potentiality in their own right. On the contrary, it is not the case that wood, which exists potentially in 
a wooden table, exists in virtue of itself as well. In Metaphysics, H 5, 1044b35, Aristotle tells us that, 
even though all men by nature will die, a living man is not a dead man in potentiality at all. Similarly, 
it is a fact indeed that a wooden table is made of wood, and wood comes to be when the table is finally 
destroyed into its parts, but Aristotle by no means will regard the wood in a table as being in 
potentiality in virtue of itself. It is potentially a table rather than a piece of wood in potentiality. As we 
shall see in the next two sections, the potentiality of elements in compounded bodies is distinct from 
the potentiality of matter in a hylomorphic compound. Strictly speaking, the compounded bodies, 
which corporeal elements compose, are not hylomorphic compounds, they are mixtures. According to 
Aristotle’s description of a mixture in GC I.10, elements are altered but not destroyed in their 
formation of a mixture, so that, in mixtures, they still exist in their own right. In the generation of a 
hylomorphic compound, however, matter is substantially destroyed and gives up its own identity. Thus 
the matter of a wooden table is no longer wood in its own right, but a potential table. Philoponus 
recognizes the distinction between these two types of potentiality, see Philoponus 2005, 68. But he 
does not connected this distinction, to Aristotle’s distinction of being in virtue of itself potentially and 
being potentially another thing as I have done here. Philoponus’ exegesis is further interpreted in 
Cooper 2004, 148-160. 
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the definition of corporeal element in DC III.3? More specifically, we must ask whether or 

not all corporeal things are composed of the simple bodies that exist in potentiality in virtue 

of themselves. This question is important. It concerns the way in which simple bodies exist 

in physical things in general, rather than just in the compounded bodies that are directly 

composed of simple bodies. In other words, it asks: can we hold, according to Aristotle, 

that the corporeal elements exist in all complex natural bodies in the way indicated in 

Aristotle’s definition of corporeal element in DC III.3, that is, existing potentially in their 

own right? As I shall argue in the next section, the answer to this question is, no. The 

compounded bodies that the elements compose cannot be the hylomorphic compounds, 

because Aristotle’s theory of corporeal elements, which is built on his definition of this 

notion in DC III.3, cannot fit directly into his hylomorphism. The tension between these 

two theories will be spelled out presently. 

 

6.3 The tension between Aristotle’s hylomorphism and his theory of the elements 

According to the post-Parmenidean natural philosophers, all physical bodies are 

identified with the compounded bodies, which are composed of some more fundamental.1 

Some may assume that Aristotle holds the same view as his predecessors. In fact, this is 

the traditional understanding of Aristotle’s theory of the elements, and can be traced back 

at least to Aquinas. According to Aquinas’ reading, the way in which the elements exist in 

a mixture is the same as that in which they exist in other natural bodies.2 This is why so 

many scholars, when reading GC I.6, 322b1-2, tend to identify the elements with the matter 

of physical things. 

It is true that in his definition of the corporeal elements, Aristotle says in DC III.3 that 

the corporeal elements exist potentially in some compounded things, and it is natural for 

critics to take it for granted that the elements are the constituents of all physical things in 

the same way. But if we consider carefully the relationship between the elements and 

                                                             
1 We are informed by Aristotle that, according to Empedocles, all bones, whether in an organic body 
or not, are formed by earth, water and fire in accordance with the proportion of 1:1:2. See De anima, A 
5, 410a1-6; Similarly, cf. Metaphysics, 993a17-22, 1092b17; De anima, 408a14，429b6; De Partibus 
Animalium, 642a18-23; De generatione animalium, 7346b33. Similarly, seeds are the fundamental 
constituents of all things for Anaxagoras, and atoms for the atomists. 
2 See Bobik 1998, 48. 
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hylomorphic compounds, on the basis of Aristotle’s theory of matter and form and his 

theory of potentiality and actuality, we will see that it is much too hasty to identify such 

compounded things with all physical things. As I shall argue in this section, if hylomorphic 

compounds were also included among the compounded things, which are composed of 

simple bodies, difficulties emerge; and these are difficulties of which Aristotle is aware, 

and against which he tries to guard in his Metaphysics. One of the most obvious difficulties 

is that a thing cannot be two different things in potentiality at the same time. 

As has been pointed out, the way in which the elements exist in compounded things 

is to be potentially in their own right, whereas, once they are separated out, they exist in 

actuality as themselves. Thus, according to the nature of the elements, if they were not 

prevented, elements in compounded bodies would be separated out and exist actually in 

their own right. But if we assume that hylomorphic compounds, each of which possesses 

its own form and essence, are also included among the compounded bodies in which 

corporeal elements exist potentially, we shall see that these elements, on the one hand, can 

be actualized into some separated simple bodies, and on the other hand, can be identified 

with the matter of the hylomorphic compounds. Just as the function of a man can be 

actualized from his matter, the form and the function of a hylomorphic compound can be 

actualized from the corporeal elements, which are the matter of this compound.  

The difficulty lies in the tension between these two roles: even though corporeal 

elements are present potentially in the compounded things that they compose, according to 

Aristotle’s definition, they can be separated out and exist in their own right in actuality; on 

the other hand, if the corporeal elements were also the matter of which hylomorphic 

compounds and their parts are composed at the same time, their forms and functions would 

be actualized from the elements. Here arises the problem of whether what is actualized 

from the constituents are the elements themselves or the forms and functions of the 

compounds and their parts. This question is usually neglected in the commentaries on De 

Caelo and De Generatione et Corruotione, but an answer to this question can be found in 

Aristotle’s theory of potentiality and his theory of matter in Metaphysics Θ.   

According to Aristotle, since each single thing cannot be determined by two distinct 

forms at the same time, nothing can be two different things in potentiality at the same time. 

On the one hand, if hylomorphic compounds were composed of simple bodies in the way 
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that has been clarified in Aristotle’s definition of corporeal elements in DC III.3, then 

simple bodies would be the material causes of the hylomorphic compounds, such as this 

man and this horse. If this were the case, then the form of a hylomorphic compound would 

also determines the elements of which the compound is composed. On the other hand, 

according to our analysis of Aristotle’s definition of the corporeal elements, if the elements 

in compounded bodies can be actualized from being potentially in their own right, then 

these elements preserve all through their own forms, and in this way exist in compounded 

bodies as themselves in potentiality. But the elements cannot exist as potential hylomorphic 

bodies and in themselves at the same time. In Metaphysics Θ.8, we read: 

Further, matter exists in a potential state, just because it may attain to its form; and 
when it exists actually, then it is in its form. (1050a15-16)1 

In other words, if A exists potentially as B, it has already been determined by the form of 

B. Since something cannot be determined by two different things at the same time, it can 

only be B in potentiality but nothing else. Similarly, Aristotle emphasizes in Metaphysics 

Θ.7:  

Similarly, there is potentially a house, if nothing in the thing acted on—i.e. in the 
matter—prevents it from becoming a house, and if there is nothing which must be added 
or taken away or changed. (1049a9-11)2 

According to this passage, if we assume that, while being potentially themselves, elements 

also exist as the matter of hylomorphic bodies, then it follows that the elements, without 

any obstacles, would be actualized both into some separated simple bodies, and into 

functioning hylomorphic bodies. But this is impossible. In order to avoid this absurdity, we 

have to give up the claim that hylomorphic bodies are included in Aristotle’s definition of 

the corporeal elements in DC III.3.  

The same difficulty appears when a similar analysis is applied to the homogenous 

parts of hylomorphic bodies. According to Aristotle’s natural philosophy, a hylomorphic 

substance is composed of the homogenous parts, or the homoeomers. Each part of a 

homoeomer, in his view, is the same as the whole. For example, as Aristotle points out in 

                                                             
1 ὅταν δέ γε ἐνεργείᾳ ᾖ, τότε ἐν τῷ εἴδει ἐστίν. 
2 ὁµοίως δὲ δυνάµει καὶ οἰκία· εἰ µηθὲν κωλύει τῶν ἐν τούτῳ καὶ τῇ ὕλῃ τοῦ γίγνεσθαι οἰκίαν, οὐδ’ 
ἔστιν ὃ δεῖ προσγενέσθαι ἢ ἀπογενέσθαι ἢ µεταβαλεῖν, τοῦτο δυνάµει οἰκία· 
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De Generatione et Corruptione, ‘any part of water is water.’ 1  If we assume that 

homoeomers were included in the compounded bodies which is indicated in DC III.3, it 

would be also difficult to explain the way in which simple bodies compose them.  

Aristotle has confirmed that simple bodies are the matter that compose the 

homogeneous parts, such as bones and flesh, in different places.2 For example, he points 

out explicitly in De generatione animalium:  

The material of animals is their parts—of the whole animal the non-homogeneous parts, 
of these again the homogeneous, and of these last the so-called elements of bodies. 
(715a9-11)3 

According to the description in Meteorology IV, the homogeneous parts of living bodies 

refer to  

for instance, the stuffs that are mined—gold, copper, silver, tin, iron, stone, and 
everything else of this kind and the bodies that are extracted from them; also the 
substances found in animals and plants, for instance, flesh, bones, sinew, skin, viscera, 
hair, fibres, veins (these are the elements of which the non-homogeneous bodies like 
the face, a hand, a foot, and everything of that kind are made up), and in plants, wood, 
bark, leaves, roots, and the rest like them. (388a14-20)4 

Let us take wood as an example. According to what Aristotle says at DGA 715a9-11, 

corporeal elements are the matter of the wood in an organic body. Just as in the case of a 

man. The matter of a man is his body. He himself can be actualized from the blood and 

flesh of which he is composed. His body, therefore, is potentially a man with all the 

functions of life.5 Similarly, wood exists potentially in the elements that compose the wood. 

Meanwhile, the elements are the piece of wood in potentiality. On the other hand, if we 

                                                             
1 GC I.10, 328a10-11, φαµὲν δ’, εἴπερ δεῖ µεµίχθαι τι, τὸ µιχθὲν ὁµοιοµερὲς εἶναι, καὶ ὥσπερ τοῦ 
ὕδατος τὸ µέρος ὕδωρ, οὕτω καὶ τοῦ κραθέντος. Cf. also 328a3-4. It is still controversial how simple 
bodies interact with each other in the formation of mixture. Cf. Cooper 2004, 161-173; Wood & 
Weisberg 2004, 684-704. 
2 Aristotle points out at the beginning of Metaphysics Z.16 that parts of substances are not substances 
in the strict sense. But, since such parts can be predicated by the insubstantial categories as the 
subjects, they can be taken as substances in a loose sense (Cf. DC III.1, 298a29-32; Metaphysics Z.2, 
1028b8-13, H. 1, 1042a7-11), and can be analyzed into form and matter. 
3 ἡ ὕλη τοῖς ζῴοις τὰ µέρη· παντὶ µὲν τῷ ὅλῳ τὰ ἀνοµοιοµερῆ, τοῖς δ’ ἀνοµοιοµερέσι τὰ ὁµοιοµερῆ, 
τούτοις δὲ τὰ καλούµενα στοιχεῖα τῶν σωµάτων. Cf. Metaphysics 1041b23. 
4 οἷον τά τε µεταλλευόµενα – χαλκόν, χρυσόν, ἄργυρον, καττίτερον, σίδηρον, λίθον, καὶ τἆλλα τὰ 
τοιαῦτα, καὶ ὅσα ἐκ τούτων γίγνεται ἐκκρινόµενα – καὶ τὰ ἐν τοῖς ζῴοις καὶ φυτοῖς, οἷον σάρκες, 
ὀστᾶ, νεῦρον, δέρµα, σπλάγχνον, τρίχες, ἶνες, φλέβες, ἐξ ὧν ἤδη συνέστηκε τὰ ἀνοµοιοµερῆ, οἷον 
πρόσωπον, χείρ, πούς, καὶ τἆλλα τὰ τοιαῦτα, καὶ ἐν φυτοῖς ξύλον, φλοιός, φύλλον, ῥίζα, καὶ ὅσα 
τοιαῦτα. Cf. Historia animalium, 486a5ff. 
5 See De anima, II.1, 412a20-b9. In this famous passage, Aristotle reiterates that body potentially 
possesses life. 
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hold that the corporeal elements compose the wood in the same way as what has been 

revealed in our discussion of DC 302a16-18, then the elements that compose the wood 

would exist in the wood potentially in their own right. If this were the case, then the earth, 

water, air and fire, as the matter of homoeomers, would exist potentially as homoeomers, 

and potentially as themselves at the same time. This, as has been shown, is incompatible 

with Aristotle’s hylomorphism and his understanding of potentiality. Therefore, in 

Metaphysics Θ.7, in terms of a discussion of the language we use in speaking of matter, 

Aristotle emphasizes that the matter of any hylomorphic compound — including its 

homogenous parts —cannot exist in virtue of itself: 

It seems that what we call is not this else but thaten (e.g. a casket is not wood but 
wooden, and wood is not earth but rather earthen […] (1049a18-20)1 

In this passage, wood and earth, respectively, are identified with the matter of casket and 

the matter of wood.2 In this case, Aristotle points out that, if one thing is A in actuality, it 

cannot at the same time be anything else in actuality, even if it is made of something else.3 

Therefore, if we keep this in mind and go back to our discussion of the homogenous parts 

of individual substances, we must realize that, even if they have the corporeal elements as 

their matter, the elements of which they are composed by no means exist in virtue of 

themselves. As the matter of the homogenous parts, elements exist in potentiality as parts 

of hylomorphic compounds and have been totally destroyed. It is because these elements 

have already been destroyed, and, therefore, any part of, say, the wood of a tree, would not 

exist in virtue of earth or any other element, that the wood cannot be called earth in any 

sense, it can only be called earthen. 

The significance of the distinction between simple bodies and the matter of a 

substance is often overlooked in the commentaries on De Caelo and De Generatione et 

Corruotione, but it is recognized by the commentators on Metaphysics Θ. For example, in 

Makin’s commentary on Metaphysics Θ.7, 1049a18-20, he draws a distinction between the 

pre-existing matter and the concurrent matter of a substance.4  According to Makin’s 
                                                             
1 ἔοικε δὲ ὃ λέγοµεν εἶναι οὐ τόδε ἀλλ’ ἐκείνινον – οἷον τὸ κιβώτιον οὐ ξύλον ἀλλὰ ξύλινον, οὐδὲ τὸ 
ξύλον γῆ ἀλλὰ γήϊνον, 
2 Cf. Metaphysics Z.7, 1033a6-8, “And as for that out of which as matter they are produced, some 
things are said, when they have been produced, to be not it but thaten, e.g. the statue is not stone but of 
stony.” In this passage, Aristotle explicitly connects thaten with the matter of a thing. 
3 For a more careful discussion of this matter, cf. Beere 2006, 309-316. 
4 Makin 2006, 167. See also Beere 2006, 309-316; 2009, 268-273. It should to be noted that I am not 
using the notion of the pre-existing matter in the exactly same way as Makin. According to his 
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interpretation, the pre-existing matter is that from which a substance is generated. When 

the substance is generated, it is then composed of the concurrent matter. In accordance with 

Aristotle’s examples in 1049a18-20, Makin indeitifies the corporeal elements, say, earth, 

with the pre-existing matter of the casket, and wood with the concurrent matter of the casket. 

But it is a pity that none of the critics has made this point with regard to Aristotle’s 

discussion in De Caelo and in De Generatione et Corruptione.   

So far I have highlighted the absurdity if one takes it that hylomorphic compounds, 

either individual substances or their homogenous parts, are composed of simple bodies in 

the same way as Aristotle clarifies in his definition of the corporeal elements. We must 

admit that, in accordance with Aristotle’s hylomorphism, neither hylomorphic compounds 

nor their parts are referred to in DC III.3, 302a15-18. Therefore, not all physical things are 

composed of the corporeal elements in the same way. However, it seems that we have not 

yet solved the problem of what exactly those things in which the corporeal elements are 

present in potentiality are. Since even if individual substances, such as this man and this 

horse, can be easily excluded from these compounded things, it is still difficult to 

immediately declare that their homogenous parts can be excluded as well. As we have seen, 

in DC III.3, 302a21-22, Aristotle explicitly appeals to the ‘flesh and wood and all other 

similar bodies’ as his examples of the compounded bodies in which the corporeal elements 

are present potentially. If these bodies in his examples are exactly the same things as the 

homogenous parts of individuals in De generatione animalium 715a9-11, then how should 

we understand this inconsistency? 

 

6.4 Elements and mixture 

In previous section I argued that, according to Aristotle, simple bodies do not 

constitute all physical things in the same way. If the matter of any hylomorphic compound 

is enformed by the form of this compound, then we cannot at the same time hold that such 

a compound is composed of some elements, each of which has its own form and identity. 

                                                             

description, the pre-existing matter of a thing is immediately its matter. But according to what I have 
argued, the pre-existing matter is not immediately the generated substance in potentiality. It is that 
from which the concurrent matter of a thing comes to be. Since the pre-existing matter is a source from 
which a thing will ultimately be generated, it can be identified as a type of matter of a thing in the 
sense of being that out of which it comes to be, cf. Physics 192a31-32; Metaphysics 1032a17. 
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This contradiction reveals the tension between the traditional theory of the elements and 

Aristotle’s hylomorphism. In this section, we shall see that, in order to connect these two 

theories and resolve the contradiction between them, Aristotle draws a clear distinction 

between a mixture and a hylomorphic compound, and excludes the latter from the 

compounded bodies that are composed of simple bodies.  

In GC I.10, Aristotle provides us with his answer to the question of what the 

compounded thing in which simple bodies are present potentially is. Here we are told 

clearly that these compounded bodies are mixtures. Having pointed out that the mixed 

things can exist independently in their own right, he continues: 

Since, however, some things are potentially while others are actually, the constituents 
can be in a sense and yet not-be. The compound may be actually other than the 
constituents from which it has resulted; nevertheless, each of them may still be 
potentially what it was before they were combined, and both of them may survive 
undestroyed. (327b22-29)1 

According to Aristotle’s description of a mixture above, the mixing of elements is totally 

different from substantial generation. In the mixtures of elements, the mixed elements have 

not been destroyed in the process of mixing; they still exist potentially in their own right. 

As we have seen, the way in which simple bodies exist in mixtures is the same as the way 

in which Aristotle has clarified in DC III.3, 302a15-18. Moreover, in the passage quoted 

above, the mixed simple bodies can be separated out of the mixture and exist as independent 

bodies again. This exactly echoes De Caelo 302a21-22 where Aristotle explicitly points 

out that the corporeal elements can be separated from ‘flesh and wood and all other similar 

bodies’. Therefore, the mixture under discussion can be identified with the compounded 

bodies referred in De Caelo III.3.  

If the ‘flesh and wood and all other similar bodies’ in De Caelo 302a21-22 refer, 

specifically, to mixtures, then, according to what I have argued about the homogenous parts 

of living bodies, we have to admit that the ‘flesh and wood and all other similar bodies’ 

mentioned in this passage cannot be homogenous parts of the organic individuals, even 

though, as has been shown, flesh and wood and other similar bodies are called homoeomers 

                                                             
1 Ἐπεὶ δ’ ἐστὶ τὰ µὲν δυνάµει τὰ δ’ ἐνεργείᾳ τῶν ὄντων, ἐνδέχεται τὰ µιχθέντα εἶναί πως καὶ µὴ εἶναι, 
ἐνεργείᾳ µὲν ἑτέρου ὄντος τοῦ γεγονότος ἐξ αὐτῶν, δυνάµει δ’ ἔτι ἑκατέρου ἅπερ ἦσαν πρὶν µιχθῆναι, 
καὶ οὐκ ἀπολωλότα· τοῦτο γὰρ ὁ λόγος διηπόρει πρότερον· φαίνεται δὲ τὰ µιγνύµενα πρότερόν τε ἐκ 
κεχωρισµένων συνιόντα καὶ δυνάµενα χωρίζεσθαι πάλιν· 
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in Meteorology IV, 388a14-20. In his elaboration of the way in which mixtures come into 

being, Aristotle tells us in GC I.10 that, after a sufficient interaction among simple bodies, 

the result of mixing is to have a homogenous body, any part of which is the same as the 

whole, ‘just as any part of water is water.’1 Thus, uniformity is recognized as a crucial 

character of a mixture,2 and both mixtures of elements and the homogenous parts of natural 

substances are homoeomers. But a significant difference between these two kinds of 

homoeomers is that, as has been pointed out, the elements presenting within mixtures have 

not been destroyed, and exist in mixtures in virtue of themselves. In the previous section, 

we saw that none of the corporal elements exists in its own right in any homogenous part 

of a natural substance. In natural substances, elements have already been destroyed. They 

just exist as homogenous parts in potentiality. Therefore, the ‘flesh and wood and all other 

similar bodies’ mentioned at De Caelo 302a21-22 are not homogenous parts of substances, 

but just mixtures. Even though these mixtures, which are called flesh and wood and any 

other things are as homogenous as the organic homogenous parts, and they even share the 

same name, they have to be distinguished into two different things, since they have distinct 

relations with the corporeal elements. According to Aristotle’s theory of homonymy, the 

flesh and wood, as mixtures, and those as organic parts of a substance are nothing but 

homonymies.3 

 

On the basis of the distinction between two types of like-parted things, namely, 

mixtures and the homogenous parts of hylomorphic compounds, and the identification of 

mixtures with the compounded bodies indicated in the definition of the corporeal element, 

we have succeeded in avoiding the difficulty that arises from assuming that simple bodies 

exist potentially in all physical things. But here arises a further question. According to 

Aristotle’s definition of the corporeal element, it is the most fundamental constituent 

existing potentially in composed things. If it is only in mixtures in which simple bodies 

                                                             
1 GC I.10, 328a10-11. 
2 According to Wood & Weisberg’s summarize, there are six characters for being a mixture, which 
are (1) uniformity, (2) recoverability, (3) potentiality, (4) equilibrium, (5) alteration, (6) 
incompleteness. See Wood & Weisberg 2004, 683. 
3 The distinction between mixtures and the homogenous parts is also recently been recognised by 
Krizan, see Krizan 2018b, 187-226. But she approaches this conclusion in a different way. According 
her interpretation, mixture and the homogenous parts cannot be formed in the same way, so they must 
be two different types of entities. 
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exist, then how is it that simple bodies can be identified with the corporeal elements of all 

physical things, rather than just the elements of mixtures?  

We shall see in the next section that simple bodies are, indeed, the elements of all 

physical things, because there is a special relation between mixtures and the homogenous 

parts of hylomorphic individuals—they are homonymies in a special sense. Owing to this 

special homonymous relationship, the mixtures that simple bodies compose, and in which 

they potentially exist, form a cause because of which hylomorphic compounds can be 

generated. Therefore, even though simple bodies do not exist in hylomorphic compounds, 

they are still identified with the corporeal elements of all physical things. It is for this reason 

that they are also called principles in De Generatione et Corruptione.1 

 

6.5 Mixtures and homoeomers 

Aristotle tells us in his Categories that, ‘when things have only a name in common 

and the definition of being which corresponds to the name is different, they are called 

homonymous’.2 The examples he uses to illustrate this point are a man and a picture. Even 

though these are two different things with totally different definitions, they share the same 

name ‘ζῷον’ in ancient Greek, and are each a ζῷον homonymously. Through considering 

the homonymous relation between a man and a picture, we can see that the homonymous 

relation between a mixture and a homogenous part of a hylomorphic body is even more 

special. 

In Meteorology IV. 12, Aristotle explicitly applies the theory of homonymy to his 

discussion of the organic bodies and their homogenous parts. He says, 

What a thing is is always determined by its function: a thing really is itself when it can 
perform its function; an eye, for instance, when it can see. When a thing cannot do so 
it is that thing only in name, like a dead eye or one made of stone, …… The same, then, 
is true of flesh, except that its function is less clear than that of the tongue. (390a10-
15)3 

                                                             
1 Cf. GC II.1, 329a5-6: ὅτι µὲν οὖν τὰ πρῶτα ἀρχὰς καὶ στοιχεῖα καλῶς ἔχει λέγειν. 
2 Categories 1a1-a2, Ὁµώνυµα λέγεται ὧν ὄνοµα µόνον κοινόν, ὁ δὲ κατὰ τοὔνοµα λόγος τῆς οὐσίας 
ἕτερος. 
3 ἅπαντα δ’ ἐστὶν ὡρισµένα τῷ ἔργῳ· τὰ µὲν γὰρ δυνάµενα ποιεῖν τὸ αὑτῶν ἔργον ἀληθῶς ἐστιν 
ἕκαστον, οἷον ὀφθαλµὸς εἰ ὁρᾷ, τὸ δὲ µὴ δυνάµενον ὁµωνύµως, οἷον ὁ τεθνεὼς ἢ ὁ λίθινος· …… 
ἀλλὰ τὸ ἔργον αὐτῆς ἧττον δῆλον ἢ τὸ τῆς γλώττης. 
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Similarly, he says in De generatione animalium II that,   

For there is no such thing as face or flesh without soul in it; it is only homonymously 
that they will be called face or flesh if the life has gone out of them, just as if they had 
been made of stone or wood. (734b24-27)1 

According to these two passages, the definition of any part of an organic body, including 

both its homogenous parts (e.g., flesh) and its non-homogeneous parts (e.g., eyes and face), 

is determined by the soul, which is that in virtue of which the body is alive. For our present 

purposes, I focus on the organic homogenous parts and take flesh as an example.2 It is 

conspicuous that organic flesh, or flesh in the strict sense, belongs to an organic whole. 

Moreover, in accordance with the determination of the soul, flesh is assigned a function 

and serves for the organic whole. It is by performing this function that flesh in the strict 

sense exists as what it is. On the other hand, since flesh by nature possesses a certain 

function, by which it is able to serve as an organic whole, having such function, if it cannot 

be identified with its definition, must be an important part of its definition. However, once 

flesh is separated from the soul, it can no longer be determined by the soul, and the 

description of the “what it is” would no longer involve the determination of the soul. In that 

case, even if something has the same properties as the organic flesh, it is no longer flesh in 

the strict sense, but a totally different thing, i.e., a homonymous flesh. 

It is generally accepted that the flesh that is independent from the determination of the 

soul is a mixture, which has been discussed in the previous section.3 Since it is independent 

of the determination of a soul, the corporeal elements, which are present in mixtures, can 

be preserved and exist in their own right. Specifically, while flesh exists as a homogenous 

part of a living body, the reason why it is called flesh is not only because of its particular 

properties and functions, but also because it is determined continuously by the soul of the 

living body. It is because the organic part is brought into a functional whole that the 

                                                             
1 οὐ γάρ ἐστι πρόσωπον µὴ ἔχον ψυχὴν οὐδὲ σάρξ, ἀλλὰ φθαρέντα ὁµωνύµως λεχθήσεται τὸ µὲν 
εἶναι πρόσωπον τὸ δὲ σάρξ, ὥσπερ κἂν εἰ ἐγίγνετο λίθινα ἢ ξύλινα. It is conspicuous that Aristotle has 
applies his theory of homonymy to his discussion of homogenous bodies. In De anima 412b10-22, De 
Partibus Animalium 640b34-641a34, Metaphysics 1035b23-25, and Politics 1253a19-25, the theory of 
homonymy is also referred to in a similar way. 
2 Makin (2006, 139) identifies the organic homogenous parts of a substance as the concurrent matter. 
3 Whiting distinguishes the functional matter from the constitutional matter, and identifies the latter 
with mixture. But, within the context of her argument, this distinction does not serve the purpose of 
explaining the relationship between elements and individual substances, but rather supports her view 
that there is some matter of living beings that exists independently. See Whiting 1992, 81. Cf. Gill 
2014, 347. 
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corporeal elements, which previously constituted the part, can no longer exist in their own 

right, but must be determined by the soul. Under the determination of the soul, each part of 

whole is assigned certain function, which serves the whole. With its function, the organic 

parts can be coordinated with each other. As a result of this determination and coordination, 

each of the organic parts can preserve its being and actualize its function at any time.  

In contrast with the organic homogenous parts, mixtures do not possess a unitary 

power by which each of them can be determined and sustained. The elements of which 

mixtures are composed are preserved in mixtures and have not been destroyed. Even if it 

is possible for a determined mixture, or one that has not yet been determined, to share the 

same characters with an organic homogenous part, it does not follow that they are the same 

thing, since the reasons why each of them has their particular characters are different. Any 

part of an organic homogenous body is consistently determined by the soul. Because of this 

determination of the soul, it necessarily possesses its properties. In regard to mixtures, even 

if the possess the same characters as an organic homogenous part, since their constituents 

exist in their own right, and lack determination of and coordination by the soul, the 

occurrence of these properties is just by accident, so as to be unstable. For this reason, as 

soon as a human body loses the determination of the soul, and becomes a corpse, it will 

immediately turn into an aggregation of mixtures, and will soon break up into the corporeal 

elements of which the mixtures are composed.1  

Even though mixtures and the homogenous parts of organic bodies are homonymies, 

which are substantially different, this type of homonymy is obviously different from the 

homonymous relationship between a man and his statue. The homonymous relationship 

between, say, flesh as a mixture and an organic body is much more special. The generation 

and corruption of the organic flesh is either from or into the flesh as a mixture. On the one 

hand, the homogenous parts of a natural substance are generated in terms of extending the 

power of the soul over certain mixtures. Once the mixtures are determined by the soul, the 

corporeal elements no longer exist in their own right and become homogenous parts of 

organic wholes.2 On the other hand, once a living being is dead, its homogenous parts 

                                                             
1 Cf. Meteorology 390a24. 
2 On the generation of organic homogenous parts from mixtures, see Kit Fine 1996, 93. In the third 
section of his PhD dissertation, Crowley argues on the basis of GC II.1 that mixtures are the matter 
from which all phycial things, besides the corporeal elements, are generated. See Crowley 2009, 122-
176. In Aristotle’s biological studies, in different places, he provides us with his explanations of some 
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corrupt into inanimate mixtures. Conversely, mixtures are immediately composed of 

simple bodies; from these mixtures, organic homogenous parts come to be. It is in this sense 

that, in Meteorology IV. 12 (as well as in De generatione animalium 715a9-11), elements 

are identified with the matter of organic homoeomers: 

The homogeneous bodies are made up of the elements, and all the works of nature in 
turn of the homogeneous bodies as matter. All the homogeneous bodies consist of the 
elements described, as matter, but their essence is determined by their definition. 
(389b26-29)1 

Therefore, on the basis of the special homonymous relationship between mixtures and the 

organic homoeomers, the corporeal elements are not only the immediate constituents of 

mixtures, but are also those from which the homogenous parts of living being are generated. 

If the homogenous parts, as Makin proposes, can be identified as the concurrent matter of 

a substance, then the elements, of which a mixture is immediately composed, can be 

identified as the pre-existing matter from which the concurrent matter comes to be.2 In the 

sense of being the material from which organic homoeomers come to be, simple bodies can 

be identified with the matter of all organic homoeomers, which are the matter of all physical 

substances. 

 

  

                                                             

physiological phenomena by the generation of organic homogenous parts from mixtures, cf. Lewis 
1994, 264-265. A more detailed elaboration of these processes can be found in Boylan 1982, 89-118. 
1 ἐκ µὲν γὰρ τῶν στοιχείων τὰ ὁµοιοµερῆ, ἐκ δὲ τούτων ὡς ὕλης τὰ ὅλα ἔργα τῆς φύσεως. ἔστιν δ’ 
ἅπαντα ὡς µὲν ἐξ ὕλης ἐκ τῶν εἰρηµένων, ὡς δὲ κατ’ οὐσίαν τῷ λόγῳ. 
2 Makin 2006, 139-140.  
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7. How do simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of 

the changes other than locomotion? 

We have finally arrived at the last piece of the jigsaw that is my explanation of the 

way in which simple bodies, or the corporeal elements of physical things, contribute to 

Aristotle’s explanation of the changes other than locomotion. In this chapter, I argue that 

simple bodies contribute to Aristotle’s explanation of changes by forming the matter of 

physical things. As has been shown in Chapter 6, the matter, or to use Makin’s terminology, 

the concurrent matter, of physical things is generated from a mixture, in which simple 

bodies exist in virtue of themselves. Thus, if we can explain in this chapter why it is the 

case that matter, and matter so understood, is pivotal for Aristotle’s explanation of change, 

then the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s explanation of change will be 

satisfactorily shown.  

The way in which matter contributes to Aristotle’s explanation of change has already 

been widely discussed in the scholarship. But few of the critics have considered the 

question of the distinction between a mixture, of which simple bodies exist in virtue of 

themselves, and the homogenous parts, or the concurrent matter of a substance. As we shall 

see in this chapter, especially in § 7.3, this distinction between a mixture and the 

homogenous parts of substance, which has been drawn in Chapter 6, will greatly contribute 

to my solutions to several of the controversies that have arisen among critics.  

My discussion in this chapter is mainly based on my interpretation of Physics I and 

GC I. As I shall argue, in the absence of matter, changes are impossible and unintelligible. 

It seems that Aristotle has already said a lot on the notion of matter in Physics I. In his 

response to the Eleatic challenge to the existence of change, Aristotle identifies matter as 

the underlying thing of a change,1 and argues that it is necessary to commit to the existence 

of matter in any change, otherwise the possibility of change will be radically challenged in 

the way the Eleatics argue. Since matter has already been carefully discussed in Physics I, 

one may wonder, why Aristotle still thinks it necessary to embark on a further investigation 

into this notion in De Generatione et Corruptione? In other words, why is matter still an 
                                                             
1 As we shall see in this chapter, the underlying thing, or the substratum, of a change, strictly 
speaking, is a complex of privation and matter. But since privation is a non-being in virtue of itself, 
the underlying thing, in virtue of being the complex of privation and matter, can be identified as matter 
in a loose sense. 
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issue for Aristotle after the Physics? 

The answer to this question is that Aristotle’s account of matter in the Physics is not 

adequate as it stands and is in need of supplementation by further investigations. I set out 

in §§7.1 and 7.2 how the notion of matter is introduced into Aristotle’s natural philosophy 

in Physics I, and contributes to Aristotle’s response to the Eleatic challenge to the 

possibility of change. At this stage, matter is characterized as a being in one way but a non-

being in another way. This characterization of matter, as we shall see in §7.2, serves as 

Aristotle’s response to the Eleatic challenge to the possibility of change in the Physics. At 

the same time, Aristotle is well aware that this characterization of matter is incomplete, 

since, as I will show in §7.2.3, it remains unclear what the relationship between the matter 

and the form of a hylomorphic compound is. For this reason, I argue that Aristotle is 

compelled to reconsider the notion of matter in the treatises after the Physics because what 

he has achieved in the Physics is not sufficient or adequate. This is why Aristotle anticipates 

an alternative characterization of matter in terms of actuality and potentiality immediately 

after his characterization in Physics I.8. 1  As we shall see in §7.3, this alternative 

characterization refers to GC I.3, where the matter in a generation simpliciter is defined as 

a substance that is in potentiality but is not yet in actuality. I will show in §7.3.1 that his 

new definition of matter in GC I.3 opens a way in which matter can be directly related to 

form. As a potential entity, matter can be actualized by receiving a form. In this way, in 

terms of the notions of actuality and potentiality, the gap between matter and form, which 

is left hanging in the Physics, can, ultimately, be supplemented and bridged in De 

Generatione et Corruptione. 

My final explanation of the specific roles that matter plays in Aristotle’s theory of 

change will be provided in §§7.3.2 and 7.3.3. In §7.3.2, I shall set out the way in which the 

notion of matter contributes to Aristotle’s explanation of substantial change. In § 7.3.3, I 

shall explain how this notion serves an important explanatory role in Aristotle’s distinction 

between the substantial changes, especially generation simpliciter, and the non-substantial 

changes, e.g., alteration and growth. In this way, matter’s contribution to Aristotle’s 

explanation of change will be spelled out. Moreover, since the matter of physical things is 

generated from simple bodies, the significance of simple bodies in Aristotle’s theory of 

                                                             
1 Cf. Physics I.8, 191b27-29. 
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change can be adequately grasped. 

 

7.1 The Eleatic challenge and Aristotle’s response   

Change was not always an issue in early Greek philosophy. In fact, for a long time it 

was taken it for granted that change unproblematically exists.1 The possibility of change 

was denied for the first time by Parmenides and his followers. It was from the Eleatics that 

the question of whether or not there is change had to be considered. This is the starting 

point of Aristotle’s theory of change. The Eleatic challenge has been carefully discussed 

by Aristotle in the first book of his Physics. It is in his response to this challenge that the 

notion of matter is introduced into his system of natural philosophy for the first time. In 

order to understand the way in which matter contributes to Aristotle’s theory of change, it 

is necessary for us to examine his solution to the Eleatic challenge to the possibility of 

change. 

In Physics I.8, Aristotle presents a series of arguments on account of which the 

possibility of change is radically challenged. He says, 

The first of those who studied philosophy were misled in their search for truth and the 
nature of things by their inexperience, which as it were thrust them into another path. 
So they say that none of the things that are either comes to be or passes out of existence, 
because what comes to be must do so either from what is (ὄντος) or from what is not 
(µὴ ὄντος), both of which are impossible. For what is cannot come to be (because it is 
already), and from what is not nothing could have come to be (because something must 
be underlying). (191a23-31)2 

The arguments above are usually attributed to the Eleatics.3  According to Aristotle’s 

formulation, if one commits to the existence of change, then a dilemma arises: the result of 

the change must either come to be from ‘what is’ or ‘what is not’. Ross claims that this 

sentence seems to be read in an alternative way, i.e., ‘either from what is it or from what is 

                                                             
1 Cf. Burnet 1930, 12. 
2 Ὅτι δὲ µοναχῶς οὕτω λύεται καὶ ἡ τῶν ἀρχαίων ἀπορία, λέγωµεν µετὰ ταῦτα. ζητοῦντες γὰρ οἱ 
κατὰ φιλοσοφίαν πρῶτοι τὴν ἀλήθειαν καὶ τὴν φύσιν τῶν ὄντων ἐξετράπησαν οἷον ὁδόν τινα ἄλλην 
ἀπωσθέντες ὑπὸ ἀπειρίας, καί φασιν οὔτε γίγνεσθαι τῶν ὄντων οὐδὲν οὔτε φθείρεσθαι διὰ τὸ 
ἀναγκαῖον µὲν εἶναι γίγνεσθαι τὸ γιγνόµενον ἢ ἐξ ὄντος ἢ ἐκ µὴ ὄντος, ἐκ δὲ τούτων ἀµφοτέρων 
ἀδύνατον εἶναι· οὔτε γὰρ τὸ ὂν γίγνεσθαι (εἶναι γὰρ ἤδη) ἔκ τε µὴ ὄντος οὐδὲν ἂν γενέσθαι· 
ὑποκεῖσθαι γάρ τι δεῖν. 
3 Cf. Ierodiakonou, Kalligas, Karasmanis 2019, 287; Quarantotto 2017, 7; Henry 2019, 25. 
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not it.’1 In Ross’ view, the ὄντος at 191a29 and the µὴ ὄντος at 191a30 do not refer to 

‘what exists’ and ‘what does not exist’, but some individual beings, such as ‘what is-F’ and 

‘what is not-F’. This reading, however, is unconvincing. As Henry points out, it is 

reasonable to suppose that Aristotle in this passage understand the original Eleatic puzzle 

in the same terms.2 The Eleatics, however, cannot mean any individual thing by the ὄντος, 

because, in their view, there is no individual thing that exists independently from the One. 

In a fragment of Parmenides, he tells us that ‘[…] nor is it [sc. the One] divisible, since it 

is all alike.’3 If any part of the One cannot be distinguished from another part, then it would 

be unreasonable to call one part of it F while the other not F, and identify them as two 

distinct individuals. Therefore, the ὄντος and the µὴ ὄντος in the quoted passage refer 

respectively to ‘what exists’ and ‘what does not exist’ in a general sense. 

Henry refers to this interpretation of the Eleatic challenge as ‘the orthodox view’.4 

According to this reading, change is impossible for the Eleatics because it is either from 

‘what is’ or from ‘what is not’. Since what comes to be at the end of a change must be 

‘what is’, it can neither come to be from ‘what is’, nor from ‘what is not’. This is because, 

on the one hand, ‘what is not’ does not exist. Since nothing can be generated ex nihilo, 

‘what is’ cannot come to be from ‘what is not’; on the other hand, it cannot come to be 

from ‘what is’ either, since if this were the case, then ‘what is’ would have already existed 

before it is generated, but this is impossible. Therefore, if what is exists, it cannot be 

involved in any change. It is remarkable that, according to the Eleatics, there is nothing 

besides ‘what is’, so that there cannot be anything to which a change may belong. In this 

way, the Eleatics deny that there is any change. 

The difficulty that Parmenides has left for his successors is that, if one commits to the 

existence of change, then one must account for wha the terminus a quo from which a change 

starts is, since it seems that there is nothing left besides ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’. The 

strategy that Aristotle adopts in his responding to the Eleatic challenge is to argue that, on 

the one hand, even if a change takes place from ‘what is not’, it is not from a ‘what is not’ 

in an unqualified sense, rather, it is from a ‘what is not’ accidentally. On the other hand, 

the thing from which a change starts is something that is, but it is not exactly the same thing 
                                                             
1 See Ross 1936, 494. 
2 See Henry 2019, 26. 
3 Translated by Burnet 1930, 175. 
4 Henry 2019, 26. 
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as the generated object. It lacks the form of the generated thing. This is what I am going to 

examine in this section. As we shall see, it is in his response to the Eleatic challenge to 

change that the significance of matter is highlighted. 

 

7.2 Aristotle’s first characterization of matter  

It is generally accepted that the notion of matter is introduced in Aristotle’s system in 

the first book of the Physics, especially in Physics I.7.1 As we shall see in this section, this 

notion is put forward for the sake of a general account of the possibility of change in this 

chapter (sc., Physics I.7). In order to sketch the significance of the notion of matter in 

Aristotle’s theory of change, it is necessary for us to consider the way in which this notion 

contributes to Aristotle’s solution to the Eleatic challenge. This solution, as we shall see in 

§7.2.3, is not final. It has to be supplemented by Aristotle’s account in GC I. As we shall 

see in section §7.3, it is in the first book of De Generatione et Corruptione that Aristotle’s 

final account of the role of matter in his explanation of change is ultimately put forward. 

But what we are going to do in this section is still necessary, since only if Aristotle’s general 

account of the role that matter plays in his defence of change in Physics I is elaborated, can 

we spell out the relationship between his characterizations of matter in Physics I and in GC 

I (§7.3.1), and in §§7.3.2-7.3.3 move on to his final characterization of matter and his 

explanation of change in terms of the second characterization of matter, that is, the one we 

have been preparing for and which goes beyond the Physics.  

  

7.2.1 The way in which matter is introduced in Physics I 

In order to make it clear that the starting point of change is not absolutely nothing, 

Aristotle conducts an inquiry into the general structure of change. According to this 

structure, he argues that changes take place from something that is, rather than from 

something that is not, as the Eleatics claims. Aristotle’s own view of the structure of change 

                                                             
1 Cf. Charlton 1970, 70. Here he says that ‘this chapter [sc. Physics I.7] […] is generally agreed to 
constitute his formal introduction of the notions […] of matter and form’. There are scholars who 
maintain that Aristotle has already come up with a theory of matter even at the beginning of his 
philosophical career, e.g. Happ 1971, 270. Graham (1984, 37-51), however, has argued against this 
view.  
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is put forward in Physics I.7. In his view, the starting point of a change is neither absolutely 

nothing, nor that which is going to come to be. At the beginning of this chapter (i.e., Physics 

I.7), Aristotle makes it clear that his discussion concerns the coming-to-be in general, rather 

than any specific type of change.1 As a conclusion of his discussion in Physics I.7, all 

changes possess three factors. They are, as Aristotle himself says, the countable matter, the 

privation and the form.2 This conclusion is achieved through an analysis of our daily 

language. Our task in this section is to explain the way in which the notion of matter is 

introduced into Aristotle’s explanation of change. It is true that this has been widely 

addressed in the scholarship, but it is necessary for me to sketch it here. This is in 

preparation for arguing that Aristotle’s characterization of matter in the Physics is 

inadequate as it stands and needs supplementing by his alternative characterization of 

matter in De Generatione et Corruptione. 

First, he notes that all our talk of coming-to-be in our daily life can be distinguished 

into two types, one is about simple things, while the other is about complex things, 

We say that ‘one thing comes to be from another thing, and something from something 
different, in the case both of simple and of complex things. I mean the following. We 
can say the man becomes musical, or what is not-musical becomes musical, or the not-
musical man becomes a musical man. So then I call that which becomes—man and not-
musical—simple, and the thing which it becomes—musical—simple also. But when 
we say the not-musical man becomes a musical man, both that which becomes and that 
which it becomes are complex. (189b32-a5)3 

On the basis of the distinction between the coming-to-be of simple things and the coming-

to-be of complex things, Aristotle puts forward an analysis of the elements involved in all 

possible locutions. In regard to coming-to-be, there are three types of statements: (1) the 

man becomes musical, (2) what is not-musical becomes musical, and (3) the not-musical 

man becomes a musical man. Man, not-musical, and musical in (1) and (2) are the three 

simple items, while both the not-musical man and the musical man in (3) are complex.4 Of 
                                                             
1 Physics I.7, 189b30: περὶ πάσης γενέσεως. 
2 Physics I.7, 190b24-190b28. Cf. 191a13ff. 
3 φαµὲν γὰρ γίγνεσθαι ἐξ ἄλλου ἄλλο καὶ ἐξ ἑτέρου ἕτερον ἢ τὰ ἁπλᾶ λέγοντες ἢ τὰ συγκείµενα. λέγω 
δὲ τοῦτο ὡδί. ἔστι γὰρ γίγνεσθαι ἄνθρωπον µουσικόν, ἔστι δὲ τὸ µὴ µουσικὸν γίγνεσθαι µουσικὸν ἢ 
τὸν µὴ µουσικὸν ἄνθρωπον ἄνθρωπον µουσικόν. ἁπλοῦν µὲν οὖν λέγω τὸ γιγνόµενον τὸν ἄνθρωπον 
καὶ τὸ µὴ µουσικόν, καὶ ὃ γίγνεται ἁπλοῦν, τὸ µουσικόν· συγκείµενον δὲ καὶ ὃ γίγνεται καὶ τὸ 
γιγνόµενον, ὅταν τὸν µὴ µουσικὸν ἄνθρωπον φῶµεν γίγνεσθαι µουσικὸν ἄνθρωπον. 
4 Gill explains that the ‘simple’ items refers to those which are each involved only in a single category 
(e.g. man [substance], unmusical [quality]) while ‘complex’ items are those which are each involved 
in more than one category (Gill 1989, 99). In Morison’s commentary on this passage, these three items 
are called ‘Simple Gignomenon which Remains (or SGR)’, ‘Simple Gignomenon which does not 
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all these items, the man, not-musical, and the not-musical man are the items which do the 

coming to be. It is obvious that the musical and the what is not-musical constitute a pair of 

contraries. This pair of contraries, according to Aristotle’s terminology, is called the form 

and its privation. These two factors can even be adapted into the Eleatic challenge to change, 

since musical can be included in the group of what is, and what is not-musical in the group 

of what is not. It has been shown that, just on the basis of these two factors, the occurrence 

of change cannot be explained. 

Comparing Aristotle’s system to the Eleatic theory of change, what is new in the 

former is the third factor. In addition to form and privation, there is a third simple factor in 

(1) and (3), viz. the man, which is obviously distinct from both the form and the privation. 

It is the substratum that acts as a terminus a quo of a change and persists throughout the 

change. On the one hand, unlike musical, which is the terminus of a change, the man, as 

has been shown in (1), is that from which a coming-to-be proceeds. On the other hand, even 

though unmusical is also the terminus a quo of a change, it cannot persist though the change. 

The persistence of the man can be seen clearly in (3). In regard to the character of this third 

factor, Aristotle argues as follows: 

When a simple thing is said to become something, in one case it survives through the 
process, in the other it does not. For the man remains a man and is such even when he 
becomes musical, whereas what is not musical or is unmusical does not survive, either 
simply or combined with the subject. (190a9-190a12) 

In this way, Aristotle distinguishes a third simple factor from which a change starts. Even 

though both the man and that which is not musical are the items from which a change 

proceeds, they are totally different from each other. That which differentiates them, viz., 

one persists through a change, while the other does not, indicates that they are two distinct 

factors in Aristotle’s description of change. In the passages quoted above (sc. 190a9-

190a12), we are not explicitly informed of the exact name of this third factor, but on 

account of Aristotle’s conclusive description of the three principles later in 190b24-b28, 

the substratum, say, the man from which the musical thing comes to be in (1), exemplifies 

matter.  

                                                             

Remain (or SG~R)’, and ‘Simple Ho Gigetai (or SHG)’, respectively (2019, 238). It is surprising that 
Charles does not consider this passage, namely 190a1-a5, in his commentary on Physics I.7 (2018, 
178-179). This omission leads him to identify matter with the substratum of a change. Aristotle, 
however, makes it clear in 190a1-a5 that matter differs from ‘that which becomes’, which, as we shall 
see in §7.2.2, is identified with the underlying thing or the substratum of a change in 190a13-190a21. 



 141 

Matter is of great significance in Aristotle’s explanation of change. Even though it has 

been shown in this section that matter is an important factor in our descriptions of change, 

it is not yet clear what role matter plays in all possible changes. More specifically, with 

respect to all simple changes, it is not clear why some are described as starting from 

privation, while the others are described as starting from matter. What, we may wonder, is 

the starting point of a change?  

 

7.2.2 Matter exists in all changes 

The fact that there is matter in any change is observed by Aristotle when he 

acknowledges that any change involves a substratum. Substratum, as Aristotle articulates, 

is a complex of those two simple factors that have been distinguished through an analysis 

of locutions in 189b32-a5, viz., the privation and the matter. Since the substratum, which 

necessarily underlies in any change, is a complex of privation and matter, no changes can 

take place without matter. (Whether matter not only exists, but also persists throughout the 

changes, is a question I shall take up in § 7.3.3.) 

In Physics I.7, immediately after he commits to the existence of matter, Aristotle 

associates this notion with the notion of a substratum. He argues as follows: 

These distinctions drawn, one can gather from surveying the various cases of becoming 
in the way we are describing that there must always be an underlying something, 
namely that which becomes, and that this, though always one numerically, in form at 
least is not one. (By ‘in form’ I mean the same as ‘in account’.) For to be a man is not 
the same as to be unmusical. One part survives, the other does not: what is not an 
opposite survives (for the man survives), but not-musical or unmusical does not survive, 
nor does the compound of the two, namely the unmusical man. (190a13-190a21)1 

The first sentence of this passage makes it clear that the underlying thing, or the substratum 

of a change, is precisely that which comes to be.2 Then, Aristotle indicates that this 

underlying thing is one in number but two in form. In other words, it is a complex thing 

that becomes. This refers back to ‘the not-musical man’ in the case (3), i.e., that the not-

                                                             
1 διωρισµένων δὲ τούτων, ἐξ ἁπάντων τῶν γιγνοµένων τοῦτο ἔστι λαβεῖν, ἐάν τις ἐπιβλέψῃ ὥσπερ 
λέγοµεν, ὅτι δεῖ τι ἀεὶ ὑποκεῖσθαι τὸ γιγνόµενον, καὶ τοῦτο εἰ καὶ ἀριθµῷ ἐστιν ἕν, ἀλλ’ εἴδει γε οὐχ ἕν· 
τὸ γὰρ εἴδει λέγω καὶ λόγῳ ταὐτόν· οὐ γὰρ ταὐτὸν τὸ ἀνθρώπῳ καὶ τὸ ἀµούσῳ εἶναι. καὶ τὸ µὲν ὑποµένει, 
τὸ δ’ οὐχ ὑποµένει· τὸ µὲν µὴ ἀντικείµενον ὑποµένει (ὁ γὰρ ἄνθρωπος ὑποµένει), τὸ µὴ µουσικὸν δὲ 
καὶ τὸ ἄµουσον οὐχ ὑποµένει, οὐδὲ τὸ ἐξ ἀµφοῖν συγκείµενον, οἷον ὁ ἄµουσος ἄνθρωπος. 
2 Morison 2019, 242; Henry 2019, 41. 



 142 

musical man becomes a musical man. Therefore, the underlying thing of a change is a 

complex of privation and matter.1  

After identifying the substratum as a complex of matter and privation, Aristotle 

continues to argue that a substratum is a factor in all types of change. First, he distinguishes 

all possible changes, according to our way of describing them, into two types, substantial 

change and non-substantial change.2 This distinction is also derived from an analysis of 

our locutions of change. As Aristotle says, substantial change and non-substantial change 

differ from each other in their descriptions. A non-substantial change is described as ‘come 

to be so-and-so’; on the other hand, only substantial changes can be said to come to be 

without qualification. Then, on the basis of this distinction, Aristotle considers these two 

types of change. He concludes that both types of change have presupposed the existence of 

a substratum. 

Now in all cases other than substance it is plain that there must be something underlying, 
namely, that which becomes. For when a thing comes to be of such a quantity or quality 
or in such a relation, time, or place, a subject is always presupposed, since substance 
alone is not predicated of another subject, but everything else of substance. But that 
substances too, and anything that can be said to be without qualification, come to be 
from some underlying thing, will appear on examination. For we find in every case 
something that underlies from which proceeds that which comes to be; for instance, 
animals and plants from seed. (190a34-190b4)3 

The underlying thing, at this stage, just refers to the complex of privation and matter: that 

(a) from which a change proceeds and (b) which persists throughout the change. This has 

already been made clear at 190a13-190a21. As we shall see in §7.3.3, the substratum of a 

substantial change, to some extent, can be identified with matter, but on the other hand, 

strictly speaking, what persists through a non-substantial change is a hylomorphic 

compound, which can be analyzed into its matter and its form. But this distinction has not 

been drawn in Physics I, since, as he points out at the outset of I.7, Aristotle is occupied in 

                                                             
1 Kelsey provides an alternative reading of this passage (2008, 192). This interpretation, however, is 
unconvincing to me, and has been criticized in Morison 2019, 243.  
2 Physics I.7, 190a31-190a33: πολλαχῶς δὲ λεγοµένου τοῦ γίγνεσθαι, καὶ τῶν µὲν οὐ γίγνεσθαι ἀλλὰ 
τόδε τι γίγνεσθαι, ἁπλῶς δὲ γίγνεσθαι τῶν οὐσιῶν µόνον. 
3 κατὰ µὲν τἆλλα φανερὸν ὅτι ἀνάγκη ὑποκεῖσθαί τι τὸ γιγνόµενον (καὶ γὰρ ποσὸν καὶ ποιὸν καὶ πρὸς 
ἕτερον [καὶ ποτὲ] καὶ ποὺ γίγνεται ὑποκειµένου τινὸς διὰ τὸ µόνην τὴν οὐσίαν µηθενὸς κατ’ ἄλλου 
λέγεσθαι ὑποκειµένου, τὰ δ’ ἄλλα πάντα κατὰ τῆς οὐσίας)· ὅτι δὲ καὶ αἱ οὐσίαι καὶ ὅσα [ἄλλα] ἁπλῶς 
ὄντα ἐξ ὑποκειµένου τινὸς γίγνεται, ἐπισκοποῦντι γένοιτο ἂν φανερόν. ἀεὶ γὰρ ἔστι ὃ ὑπόκειται, ἐξ οὗ 
τὸ γιγνόµενον, οἷον τὰ φυτὰ καὶ τὰ ζῷα ἐκ σπέρµατος. Morison holds that Aristotle’s arguments in 
this passage is fundamentally derived from the Categories. In regard to Aristotle’s transition from 
predicative discussion to his analysis of actual change, see Morison 2019, 252. 
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this chapter with the general characteristics of change. As we shall see in §7.3.3, this 

distinction is going to be emphasized in GC I. After all these analyses, Aristotle concludes 

that ‘it is plain that these are all cases of coming to be from some underlying thing.’1 It is 

controversial whether or not the substratum in a substantial change is as persistent as that 

in a non-substantial change. But it is not necessary for me to step into the controversy on 

the persistence of the substratum here. It is enough for me to recognize that Aristotle 

explicitly admits that any change, no matter if it is a substantial change or a non-substantial 

change, has a substratum, which is a compound of matter and privation. This observation 

highlights the role that matter plays in Aristotle’s reconstruction of the structure of change.  

Moreover, as I have mentioned in §6.1, the substratum is identified as matter in GC 

I.3, 319a19, among other passages. This is also what Aristotle indicates in Physics I.7, 

190b13, i.e., that the substratum is matter. On the apparent inconsistency between 

Aristotle’s two claims, Morison explains that, since Aristotle identifies the privation as a 

non-being per se (which has been explicitly pointed out in Physics I.9, 192a3-6), ‘Aristotle 

here chooses to refer to the complex of matter plus something which is a per se non-being 

as, simply, the matter.’2  For this reason, we can safely draw the conclusion that the 

substratum, or simply the matter, is that from which a change proceeds. As we shall see in 

next section, it is precisely by appealing to the notion of matter that Aristotle puts forward 

his first response to the Eleatic challenge to change.  

This characterization of matter, however, is not enough. As I shall argue in the next 

section, it cannot explain why it is the case that matter can be determined by a form and, in 

this way, come to be a new substance. For this reason, as we shall see in §7.3, Aristotle’s 

investigation of matter in Physics I has to be complemented by his characterization of 

matter in GC I. Before I move on to De Generatione et Corruptione, I would like to 

summarize the way in which the notion of matter contributes to Aristotle’s defence of the 

possibility of change in Physics I, and why this defence is not sufficient. 

 

7.2.3 Aristotle’s first response and its limitations 

                                                             
1 Physics I.7, 190b10: ὥστε δῆλον ἐκ τῶν εἰρηµένων ὅτι τὸ γιγνόµενον ἅπαν ἀεὶ συνθετόν ἐστι. 
2 See Morison 2019, 259-261. 
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As I have shown in §7.1.1, the Eleatics left to their successors a radical challenge to 

the possibility of change. In their view, if one commits to the existence of change, then the 

terminus a quo of a change would be either ‘what is’ or ‘what is not’, but neither option is 

impossible. Therefore, as they have argued, change is impossible. Now Aristotle has made 

all necessary preparations to respond this challenge, and save change and the science of 

change from the Eleatic challenge.  

Aristotle has made it clear that, as we have seen in the previous sections, the terminus 

a quo of a change is the substratum, a complex of privation and matter. Privation is a ‘what 

is not’, but on the other hand, matter is a ‘what is’. This is even clearer in Physics I.9, 

192a3-6, where Aristotle explicitly concludes that matter is a ‘what is not’ per accidens, 

whereas privation is a ‘what is not’ per se. Since a change proceeds from both the matter 

and the privation, it is not correct to claim that it is either from a ‘what is not’ absolutely, 

or from a ‘what is’ absolutely. In fact, it is in different senses that a change is from a ‘what 

is not’ and a ‘what is’. In other words, as Aristotle argues, a change in one sense proceeds 

from a ‘what is not’, but in another sense does not. He says: 

We ourselves are in agreement with them in holding that nothing can be said without 
qualification to come from what is not. But nevertheless we maintain that a thing may 
come to be from what is not in a qualified sense, i.e. accidentally. For a thing comes to 
be from the privation, which in its own nature is something which is not—this not 
surviving as a constituent of the result. Yet this causes surprise, and it is thought 
impossible that something should come to be in the way described from what is not. 
(191b13-191b17)1 

In this passage, Aristotle provides us with his first respond to the Eleatic puzzle.2 Here he 

appeals to his distinction between the two senses of ‘what is not’, namely, the ‘what is not’ 

without qualification and ‘what is not’ in a qualified sense, i.e. per accidens. The example 

that has been used for illustrating this distinction is a doctor building a house.3 As Aristotle 

explains, it is possible for a doctor to build a house, but when he is building the house, he 

is not building the house as a doctor, but as a housebuilder. In other words, the doctor does 

not build a house in virtue of being himself, but per accidens. Similarly, a thing can be a 

‘what is not’ per accidens, rather than a ‘what is not’ without qualification. This distinction 

                                                             
1 ἡµεῖς δὲ καὶ αὐτοί φαµεν γίγνεσθαι µὲν µηθὲν ἁπλῶς ἐκ µὴ ὄντος, πὼς µέντοι γίγνεσθαι ἐκ µὴ 
ὄντος, οἷον κατὰ συµβεβηκός (ἐκ ὰρ τῆς στερήσεως, ὅ ἐστι καθ' αὑτὸ µὴ ὄν, οὐκ ἐνυπάρχοντος 
γίγνεταί τι· θαυµάζεται δὲ τοῦτο καὶ ἀδύνατον οὕτω δοκεῖ γίγνεσθαί τι, ἐκ µὴ ὄντος). 
2 His second response is provided in GC I.3, which will be considered in §7.2.1. 
3 See Physics I.8, 191a35-191b9. Cf. Metaphysics Δ.6, 1015b16-1015b34. 
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between being per accidens and being without qualification lays a firm foundation of 

Aristotle’s solution of the Eleatic puzzle, since it is possible for a thing to come to be from 

‘what is not’, although it does not come to be from ‘what is not’ without qualification. For 

example, when a musical man comes to be from a not-musical man, he does not come to 

be musical in virtue of being not-musical, but we can say that a not-musical man comes to 

be musical as a man. Therefore, it is per accidens, rather than without qualification, that a 

terminus, say, a musical man, comes to be from privation, i.e., from not-musical; on the 

other hand, it is in virtue of himself that the musical man becomes musical from the matter, 

i.e., the man.  

Privation, as has been shown, is a kind of ‘what is not’. When a thing, say, a musical 

man, comes to be from its privation, i.e., being unmusical, it comes to be from a ‘what is 

not’. But it does not follow that, as the Eleatics have challenged, a coming-to-be can 

proceed ex nihilo. On the basis of the distinction between being per accidens and being per 

se, Aristotle explains that it is true indeed that, in one sense, a coming-to-be is from a ‘what 

is not’, but in another sense, it is not. It is in the sense of per accidens that a coming-to-be 

is from a ‘what is not’, but in the sense that a coming-to-be is not from a ‘what is not’ 

without qualification, it is not. In this way, Aristotle opens a third possibility in addition to 

coming to be from ‘what is’ and from ‘what is not’, and solves the Eleatic dilemma which 

has radically challenged the possibility of change. The significance of matter can be clearly 

seen in Aristotle’s solution to the Eleatic dilemma. Without the notion of matter, the sense 

in which a thing does not come to be from a ‘what is not’ it cannot be explained. For this 

reason, we can conclude that matter plays a significant role in Aristotle’s theory of change. 

It is in terms of the notion of matter that the possibility of change is explained. 

However, this characterization of matter in Physics I is not enough. It remains unclear 

what the relationship between matter and form is, and why matter can be determined by a 

form. Let me make this point clearer through Aristotle’s example of a statue that comes to 

be from a bulk of bronze. 

According to the Eleatic challenge, the generation of a statue from a bulk of bronze is 

impossible, since bronze is not a statue, and the statue, as a ‘what-is’, cannot come to be 

from a ‘not-statue’, or a ‘what-is-not’. As has been shown in the previous discussion, in 

Aristotle’s defence of the possibility of change, he argues in Physics I.8 that the matter, 
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from which a change proceeds, is a ‘what is not’ per accidens, rather than a ‘what is not’ 

per se. In the case of the generation of a statue, the ‘not-statue’ per accidens, which is the 

matter of the statue, is still something, rather than nothing at all. Therefore, it is not the case 

that the statue comes to be from a ‘what is not’ without qualification, since per accidens is 

a qualification. But even if it has been pointed out that the bronze is a ‘not-statue’ per 

accidens, it remains unclear what exactly it is per se. It is conspicuously not a statue in 

actuality, since a statue cannot be generated from a statue in actuality. Neither can it be 

only some bronze per se, since bronze and a statue are two totally different things. It is 

impossible that a statue can be generated from just any odd thing that is not a statue. For 

example, a statue cannot come to be from a parrot. The bronze that is a ‘not-statue’ per 

accidens cannot be just a bronze per se, it must be something relevant to the statue, 

otherwise it cannot be explained why a statue can be a ‘not-statue’ per accidens, but a 

parrot cannot. For this reason, matter is neither the generated substance in actuality, nor 

something that is totally irrelevant to the form of the generated substance. The relationship 

between matter and form remains quite obscure in Physics I. Due to this obscurity, Aristotle 

thinks it necessary to embark on a further investigation into the notion of matter, and to 

clarify the relationship between matter and form. As we shall see in §7.3, this will be 

articulated in GC I.  

 

7.3 Aristotle’s second characterization of matter 

It has been shown in §§7.1 and 7.2 that, according to Physics I, it is the notion of 

matter that makes the occurrence of change possible. This conclusion is derived from the 

fact that every change proceeds from an underlying thing, or a substratum, which is a 

complex of the privation and the matter. As I have explained through §7.2.2, because the 

privation is a ‘what is not’ per se, the substratum, loosely speaking, can be identified with 

the matter. Since the substratum, or the matter, from which a change proceeds is a ‘what is’ 

per se, but a ‘what is not’ per accidens, Aristotle finds a way of responding to the Eleatic 

challenge and showing how change is possible. This is the way in which the matter is 

initially characterized and contributes to Aristotle’s theory of change in general.  

However, as I have argued in §7.2.3, Aristotle’s characterization of matter and his 

explanation of the possibility of change in the Physics is much too general and introductory, 
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and indeed problematic and inadequate as it stands. It requires some further investigations 

into matter and change to supplement it. According to my interpretation, it is in De 

Generatione et Corruptione that Aristotle characterizes the notion of matter in an improved 

way, and indicates the specific roles that matter plays in Aristotle’s explanation of change, 

i.e., the substantial change and the non-substantial change. In this section, I am going to 

bring in my distinction of the mixture of simple bodies and the homogenous parts of 

physical substances from Chaper 6. This distinction, as I will show in this section, will 

provide a new perspective on several extended controversies in the scholarship. It will 

significantly contribute to my interpretation of role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s 

explanation of substantial change and my interpretation of Aristotle’s distinction between 

substantial change and non-substantial change.  

First, in §7.3.1, I shall set out the real difference between Aristotle’s characterizations 

of matter in Physics I and in GC I. I shall argue, against Henry, that Aristotle has defended 

the view in both Physics I and GC I that the substratum, or the matter, of a change is not a 

not-being simpliciter. The difference between Aristotle’s characterizations in Physics I and 

GC I is, rather, that, in Physics I, Aristotle holds that the matter from which a change 

proceeds is a ‘what is not’ per accidens, but a ‘what is’ per se; but in GC I.3, according to 

Aristotle, that from which a substance comes to be is a ‘what is not’ in actuality, and a 

‘what is’ potentially. It is in this way, according to my interpretation, that Aristotle sets out 

the relationship between form and matter and the way in which his account in GC I 

supplements that in Physics I. 

In §7.3.2, I spell out the way in which Aristotle’s characterization of matter in GC I.3 

supplements his characterization in Physics I by clarifying the relationship between matter 

and form. In this section, on the basis of my distinction between the mixture of simple 

bodies and the homogenous parts of physical substances, I argue that, because matter can 

be determined by the form of a substance, it is identified by Aristotle as a substance in 

potentiality. It is in this way that the notion of matter serves as an important explanatory 

factor in Aristotle’s account of the generation simpliciter. 

Moreover, in §7.3.3, I shall focus on the role that matter plays in Aristotle’s distinction 

between the substantial changes and the non-substantial changes. I argue, on the basis of 

my interpretation of GC I.4 and I.5, that what makes a non-substantial change distinct from 
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a substantial change is the persistence of matter. More specifically, the matter persists 

through a non-substantial change, but it does not persist through a substantial change. In 

order to establish this point, I revisit Aristotle’s analysis of change in Physics I.7, where 

Aristotle seems to imply that the matter in substantial changes persists as well. In order to 

solve this apparent inconsistency between Physics I.7 and GC I, in §7.3.3, I bring in my 

distinction between the mixture of simple bodies and the homogenous parts of physical 

substances, and spell out, on the basis of this distinction, why Aristotle implies that matter 

persists through all changes in Physics I.7, but expressly denies this in GC I.4 and I.5.  

 

7.3.1 The distinction between Physics I.8 and GC I.3 

In GC I.3, Aristotle is occupied with the role that matter plays in his explanation of 

substantial change, especially generation simpliciter. It is remarkable that, in 

contradistinction to Aristotle’s first response to the Eleatic challenge in Physics I.8, which 

is achieved through an analysis of the notion of change in general, in this chapter (i.e., GC 

I.3), Aristotle provides an alternative solution. In this chapter, the substratum, or the matter, 

from which a change proceeds is characterized as the generated substance in potentiality, 

but a not-being in actuality, rather than, as it is characterized in Physics I.8, as a ‘what is 

not’ per accidens.  

Some commentators have noticed this difference between Aristotle’s solutions in 

Physics I.8 and in GC I.3.1 In a recent book Henry addresses this distinction carefully and 

puts forward a novel way of makeing Aristotle’s arguments in these two chapters 

compatible. According to his interpretation, however, in GC I.3 Aristotle affirms that 

generation simpliciter proceeds from a simpliciter not-being. 2  On the basis of this 

interpretation, Henry argues that Aristotle’s solution in GC I.3 represents a further 

development of that in Physics I.8.3 This is the view I argue against in this section. I agree 

with Henry that GC I.3 represents a further development to Physics I.8, but I argue that in 

both chapters, Aristotle has defended the view that the substratum, or the matter, of a 

change, irrespective of whether it is a change in general or a generation simpliciter, is not 
                                                             
1 Williams 83-85; Algra 2004, 110-116. As Henry complains, the distinction between these two 
chapters was not taken seriously by modern commentators (2019, 35). 
2 Henry 2019, 28-32. 
3 Ibid, 35-38. 
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by a simpliciter not-being. According to my interpretation, Aristotle characterizes the 

notion of matter in both chapters, viz., in Physics I.8 and in GC I.3, as that which, in one 

sense, is a ‘what is’, but in another sense, it is a ‘what is not’. The difference between his 

characterizations in these two chapters is, rather, that, in Physics I.8, Aristotle holds that 

the matter from which a change proceeds is a ‘what is not’ per accidens; but in GC I.3, for 

Aristotle, that from which a substance comes to be is a ‘what is not’ in actuality, and a 

‘what is’ in potentiality.  

My refutation of Henry’s view is necessary; for only if the real difference between 

Aristotle’s arguments in Physics I and in GC I.3 is understood, can we move on to a 

clarification of Aristotle’s second characterization of the notion of matter, and explain in 

what way this new characterization of matter overcomes the limitation of his first 

characterization of matter in Physics I and contributes to Aristotle’s final explanation of 

substantial change, especially generation simpliciter. 

Henry’s view that Aristotle holds in GC I.3 that generation simpliciter comes from 

not-being simpliciter, is derived from his interpretation of GC I.3, 317b1-b5, where 

Aristotle says: 

For if there is to be generation simpliciter, something must come-to-be out of not-being 
without qualification, so that it would be true to say that not-being is an attribute of 
some things. For qualified coming-to-be is a process out of qualified not-being (e.g. out 
of not-white or not-beautiful), but coming-to-be simpliciter is a process out of not-being 
simpliciter. (317b1-b5)1 

In this passage, Aristotle distinguishes generation simpliciter from qualified generation, 

and considers whether there is generation simpliciter. It seems that, for Aristotle, because 

qualified coming-to-be is from qualified not-being, e.g., the coming-to-be of beautiful is 

from not-beautiful, if generation simpliciter exists, it must be out of some not-being 

simpliciter by analogy. This is why Henry holds that Aristotle’s position in GC I.3 has 

changed from his position in Physics I.8, where he has denied that change comes from a 

not-being simpliciter.  

But according to my interpretation of this passage, Aristotle is not providing us in this 

                                                             
1 Εἰ γὰρ ἁπλῶς ἔσται γένεσις, ἁπλῶς ἄν τι γίνοιτο ἐκ µὴ ὄντος, ὥστ' ἀληθὲς ἂν εἴη λέγειν ὅτι ὑπάρχει 
τισὶ τὸ µὴ ὄν. τὶς µὲν γὰρ γένεσις ἐκ µὴ ὄντος τινός, οἷον ἐκ µὴ λευκοῦ ἢ µὴ καλοῦ, ἡ δὲ ἁπλῆ ἐξ 
ἁπλῶς µὴ ὄντος. 
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passage with his ultimate answer to the question of whether or not there is generation 

simpliciter. It seems to me that Aristotle argues in GC I.3 that, even if there is generation 

simpliciter, it cannot proceed from a not-being simpliciter. This is why, immediately after 

the passage 317b1-b5, which has been quoted above, Aristotle articulates that generation 

cannot be from a not-being simpliciter at 317b5-13. First, in order to explain what a ‘not-

being simpliciter’ is, Aristotle spells out the meaning of the simpliciter being. In his view, 

simpliciter means either ‘the primary within each category, or the universal, i.e. the all-

comprehensive.’1 Thus, simpliciter being refers either to substance or being as a whole. 

Correspondingly, ‘not-being simpliciter’ refers either to what is not a substance or to 

absolute non-existence. 2  But neither of these two meanings would be applicable to 

generation simpliciter, if it were from a ‘not-being simpliciter’. On the one hand, if 

generation simpliciter proceeds from what is not a substance, it would indicate that a 

substance is generated from a non-substantial being. This, however, is impossible, since if 

it were the case, then the non-substantial being would be the underlying thing of the 

generation and exist before the substance is generated; but non-substantial categories 

cannot, of course, exist independent of a substance. ‘Not-being simpliciter’ does not denote 

absolute non-existence either, since if this were the case, then generation simpliciter would 

be ex nihilo, which has already been proved to be impossible by the Eleatics. For this reason, 

it is safe to draw the conclusion that, even if there is generation simpliciter, that from which 

it proceeds, i.e., its matter, cannot be a not-being simpliciter.  

This observation compels Aristotle to draw the conclusion that is perfectly compatible 

with that which has been drawn in Physics I.8. Specifically, generation simpliciter, as a 

kind of change, cannot proceed from an absolute ‘what is not’. The matter from which a 

change proceeds must be, in one sense, a being, but, in another sense, a not-being. The 

different between GC I.3 and Physics I.8 in expression and philosophy is, rather, that the 

characterization of the underlying thing in GC I.3 appeals to Aristotle’s distinction between 

potentiality and actuality, rather than his distinction between per accidens and per se. He 

says: 

In one sense it is from what is not that a thing comes to be simpliciter; yet in another 
sense it is always from what is; for there must pre-exist something which potentially is, 

                                                             
1 GC I.3, 317b5-7: Τὸ δ' ἁπλῶς ἤτοι τὸ πρῶτον σηµαίνει καθ' ἑκάστην κατηγορίαν τοῦ ὄντος, ἢ τὸ 
καθόλου καὶ τὸ πάντα περιέχον. 
2 This reading is also adopted by Henry. See Henry 2019, 30. Cf. Joachim 1926, 90. 
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but actually is not; and this something is spoken of both as being and as not-being. 
(317b15-18)1 

In opposition to Henry’s interpretation, Aristotle is explicit in this passage that the matter, 

or the pre-existing thing, of generation simpliciter, just as any other change, is not a ‘not-

being simpliciter’. It is both a ‘what is’ and a ‘what is not’. More specifically, it is a 

substance in potentiality, on the other hand, it is not a substance that is going to be generated 

in actuality.  

People may argue that, because (1) generation simpliciter does not proceed from a 

substance in actuality, and (2) substance can be identified as a simpliciter being, it seems 

reasonable to claim that generation simpliciter proceeds from a not-substance, viz., a not-

being simpliciter, in actuality. But this is incorrect. This fallacy rests on the confusion 

between ‘a simpliciter not-being’ and ‘not a simpliciter being’. A simpliciter not-being 

refers to a not-being without qualification. It is an absolute non-existence. But the notion 

of ‘not a simpliciter being’ implies that it is, to some extent, not a substance. The correct 

inference to draw from premises (1) and (2) is that, in actuality, that from which a 

generation simpliciter proceeds is not a simpliciter being (a substance), rather than a 

simpliciter not-being.  

 

7.3.2 Matter and generation simpliciter  

Having shown that the real difference between Aristotle’s two characterizations of the 

notion of matter in Physics I and in GC I.3, I am now in a position to explain how exactly 

Aristotle’s new characterization in GC I.3 supplements his characterization of matter in 

Physics I, and contributes to his explanation of substantial change, especially generation 

simpliciter. In this section, I argue that, in GC I.3, the notion of matter is characterized as 

the generated substance in potentiality. As I shall spell out in this section, this new 

characterization of matter in GC I.3 opens a new perspective on our understanding of the 

relationship between the matter, from which generation simpliciter proceeds, and the form, 

with which generation simpliciter ends up. In my interpretation of Aristote’s 

characterization of matter in GC I.3, I am going to bring in my distinction between the 

                                                             
1 ὅτι τρόπον µέν τινα ἐκ µὴ ὄντος ἁπλῶς γίνεται, τρόπον δὲ ἄλλον ἐξ ὄντος ἀεί· τὸ γὰρ δυνάµει ὂν 
ἐντελεχείᾳ δὲ µὴ ὂν ἀνάγκη προυπάρχειν λεγόµενον ἀµφοτέρως. 
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mixture of simple bodies and the homogenous parts of physical substances from Chaper 6. 

This distinction, as I will show in this section, will contribute significantly to an explanation 

of the role that simple bodies play in Aristotle’s account of the substantial change.  

As I have shown through §7.2.3, Aristotle’s characterization of matter as a ‘what is 

not’ per accidens cannot explain how matter is related to form. This issue is important, 

since only if the relationship between matter and form is perfectly clarified, can we explain 

what the thing from which a new substance comes to be is. Owing to the fact that Aristotle’s 

characterization of matter as a ‘what is not’ per accidens fails to provide us with the 

explanation we need, he thinks it necessary to move on to an alternative characterization of 

matter in GC I.3. According to his new theory, as it is anticipated in Physics I.8, 191b28, 

matter is identified as a substance in potentiality. This passage has been quoted in §7.3.1. 

For the convenience of discussion, I will quote it again here:  

In one sense it is from what is not that a thing comes to be simpliciter; yet in another 
sense it is always from what is; for there must pre-exist something which potentially is, 
but actually is not; and this something is spoken of both as being and as not-being. 
(317b15-18) 

In this passage, as has been shown in the previous discussion, matter is identified as a ‘what 

is not’ in actuality and a ‘what is’ in potentiality. If we use Aristotle’s example that a statue 

comes to be from bronze in this case, we may say that the bronze, according to the quoted 

passage, is a potential statue and, meanwhile, a ‘not-statue’ in actuality. On the basis of this 

characterization, Aristotle provides his final reponse to the Eleatic challenge to the 

possibity of change. Accoridng to the Eleatics, it is not possible for a being to come to be, 

since it can neither come to be from a being—since it has already existed, nor from a non-

being — since non-being does not exist at all. However, according to Aristotle’s 

characterization of matter at 317b15-18, matter is neither a thing that has already been 

generated, nor an absolute non-being. More specifically, because, for example, the bronze 

is just a potential statue, the generated statue does not come to be from a statue that has 

existed already in actuality. On the other hand, because bronze is a ‘not-statue’ in actuality, 

it is not a ‘not-statue’ without qualification. Now, on the basis of his characterization of 

matter in GC I.3, Aristotle makes it clear that generation simpliciter is neither ex nihilo, nor 

does it proceed from some non-substantial being, nor from a substance which has already 

existed in reality.  
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It is not until this point that we can understand why it is the case that a statue can be 

generated from bronze, but cannot be generated from any odd thing, say, a parrot, which is 

totally irrelevant to the statue. It is true indeed that bronze and a parrot are both essentially 

different from a statue in virtue of themselves, but bronze by nature can be a statue in 

potentiality, even if it is not yet a statue in actuality. For this reason, bronze, as a potential 

statue, is a ‘not-statue’ per accidens.  

One may continue to wonder why it is that case that bronze can be a potential statue, 

but a parrot cannot. In order to make this point clearer, I would like to draw on what on the 

distinction between mixture and the homogenous parts of a substance that I drew in Chapter 

6. The reason why bronze can be a potential statue while a parrot cannot is that the bronze 

can be determined by the form of a statue, but a parrot cannot. 

According to my interpretation of Aristotle in Chapter 6, the matter from which 

generation simpliciter takes place is in fact a mixture. In Arisotle’s example of the 

generation of a statue, the bulk of bronze is exactly such a kind of mixture of simple bodies. 

The reason why I take bronze as a mixture, rather than as an individual substance that has 

its own form and identity, is that it is impossible to differentiate one piece of bronze from 

another in advance of the spatial distribution.1 It is this character of a mixture (that is, it 

lacks its own form and identity) that allows it to serve as the pre-existing matter in a 

generation. As has been shown in §6.5, the mixture, from which a substance comes to be, 

stands in a relation of homonymy with the concurrent matter, or the homogenous parts, of 

the substance. It is because of this special relationship that mixture can be directly 

transformed into the homogenous parts of a substance. For example, in the case of a bronze 

statue, even if the statue is composed of bronze, the bronze, which is concurrent with the 

statue, is essentially different from the bronze from which the statue comes to be. They are 

homonymously bronze, since they are determined by different forms and essences. This 

affinity makes it easy for them to transform into one another. The bronze, which is an 

independent mixture, as soon as it comes under the determination of a form, is transformed 

into the homogenous part of a statue, and turns into its concurrent matter. Conversely, as 

soon as the homogenous part loses the determination of the form of the statue, it corrupts 
                                                             
1 It seems me that bronze in this sense is similar to water, and can be identified as a scattered body, as 
Quine calls it. Each piece of bronze, therefore, is just a part of the whole bronze on the earth. Cf. 
Quine 2013, 90. According to this theory, any piece of bronze cannot be identified as a substance. In 
contrast with a substance, it lacks its own form and identity and is just a part of a larger entity. 
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into a bulk of bronze per se and exists as an entity independent from the statue. Since the 

bronze can be easily transformed into the concurrent matter of a statue, it by nature can 

serve as the pre-existing matter of a statue. It is for this reason that a mixture of simple 

bodies can be identified as the potential substance that is going to come to be, and 

contributes to Aristotle’s final explanation of the possibility of generation simpliciter.  

 

7.3.3 Matter and the distinction between substantial change and non-substantial 

change 

The existence of matter not only accounts for the possibility of substantial change, but 

also contributes to Aristotle’s distinction between substantial change and the non-

substantial change, e.g., alteration and growth. For Aristotle, even though all changes 

proceed from a substratum and end up achieving a certain form (irrespective of whether it 

is a substantial form or an accidental form), substantial change is distinguished from non-

substantial change in a certain way. This is explicit in GC I.4.  

In order to distinguish alteration from substantial generation, alteration is 

characterized as follows: 

Since, then, we must distinguish the substratum, and the property whose nature it is to 
be predicated of the substratum; and since change of each of these occurs; there is 
alteration when the substratum is perceptible and persists, but changes in its own 
properties, the properties in question being either contraries or intermediates. (319b8-
12)1 

According to this passage, there are three factors of which an alteration is composed: a pair 

of properties, which are either contraries or intermediates, and a perceptible substratum 

which persists throughout the course of the alteration. For example, when a body alters 

from being ill to being healthy, the body that was ill is the same as that which is now healthy. 

In contradistinction to alteration, there is not a persisting substratum in any substantial 

change: 

But when nothing perceptible persists in its identity as a substratum, and the thing 
changes as a whole (when e.g. the seed as a whole is converted into blood, or water into 
air, or air as a whole into water), such an occurrence is a coming-to-be of one substance 

                                                             
1 Ἐπειδὴ οὖν ἐστί τι τὸ ὑποκείµενον καὶ ἕτερον τὸ πάθος ὃ κατὰ τοῦ ὑποκειµένου λέγεσθαι πέφυκεν, 
καὶ ἔστι µεταβολὴ ἑκατέρου τούτων, ἀλλοίωσις µέν ἐστιν, ὅταν ὑποµένοντος τοῦ ὑποκειµένου, 
αἰσθητοῦ ὄντος, µεταβάλλῃ ἐν τοῖς αὑτοῦ πάθεσιν, ἢ ἐναντίοις οὖσιν ἢ µεταξύ. 
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and a passing-away of the other. (319b14-18)1 

Similarly, in GC I.5, it is for the same reason, namely, the substratum of a substantial 

change does not persist, that the distinction between substantial change and the non-

substantial changes is drawn: 

For whereas a thing does not persist in the processes of unqualified coming-to-be or 
passing-away, that which grows or alters persists in its identity through the altering and 
through the growing or diminishing, though the quality (in alteration) and the size (in 
growth) do not remain the same. (321a22-26)2 

So, it is clear that, according to Aristotle’s view of alteration and the changes in respect of 

quantity, there is always a persisting substratum that remains the same throughout a non-

substantial change, but it is not the case in substantial change. In any substantial change, 

there is no matter taht persists through the course of the change. It is on account of the 

criterion— whether or not the substratum of a change persists— that a substantial change 

is distinguished from a non-substantial change. 

According to a traditional interpretation of Physics I.7, however, this criterion for 

distinguishing between substantial change and non-substantial change is not without 

difficulties. According to this tradition, Aristotle holds that the substratum of a change is 

not only that from which a change starts, but it persists throughout the change as well. This 

interpretation is not without evidence. In Physics I.7, Aristotle expressly tell us: 

We speak of ‘becoming that from this’ instead of ‘this becoming that’ more in the case 
of what does not survive the change— ‘becoming musical from un-musical’, not ‘from 
man’— but we sometimes use the latter form of expression even of what survives; we 
speak of a statue coming to be from bronze, not of the bronze becoming a statue. The 
change, however, from an opposite which does not survive is described in both ways, 
‘becoming that from this’ or ‘this becoming that’. We say both that the unmusical 
becomes musical, and that from unmusical he becomes musical. And so both forms are 
used of the complex, ‘becoming a musical from an unmusical man’, and ‘an unmusical 
man becoming musical’. (190a21-29, my emphasis)3 

                                                             
1 Ὅταν δ' ὅλον µεταβάλλῃ µὴ ὑποµένοντος αἰσθητοῦ τινὸς ὡς ὑποκειµένου τοῦ αὐτοῦ, ἀλλ' οἷον ἐκ 
τῆς γονῆς αἷµα πάσης ἢ ἐξ ὕδατος ἀὴρ ἢ ἐξ ἀέρος παντὸς ὕδωρ, γένεσις ἤδη τὸ τοιοῦτον, τοῦ δὲ 
φθορά. 
2 ἐν µὲν γὰρ τῷ γίνεσθαί τι ἁπλῶς ἢ φθείρεσθαι οὐχ ὑποµένει, ἐν δὲ τῷ ἀλλοιοῦσθαι ἢ αὐξάνεσθαι ἢ 
φθίνειν ὑποµένει τὸ αὐτὸ τὸ αὐξανόµενον καὶ ἀλλοιούµενον. ἀλλ’ ἔνθα µὲν τὸ πάθος ἔνθα δὲ τὸ 
µέγεθος τὸ αὐτὸ οὐ µένει. 
3 τὸ δ’ ἔκ τινος γίγνεσθαί τι, καὶ µὴ τόδε γίγνεσθαί τι, µᾶλλον µὲν λέγεται ἐπὶ τῶν µὴ ὑποµενόντων, 
οἷον ἐξ ἀµούσου µουσικὸν γίγνεσθαι, ἐξ ἀνθρώπου δὲ οὔ· οὐ µὴν ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν ὑποµενόντων 
ἐνίοτε λέγεται ὡσαύτως· ἐκ γὰρ χαλκοῦ ἀνδριάντα γίγνεσθαί φαµεν, οὐ τὸν χαλκὸν ἀνδριάντα. τὸ 
µέντοι ἐκ τοῦ ἀντικειµένου καὶ µὴ  
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In this passage, the locution ‘becoming that from this’ is usually applied to non-substantial 

changes. Any one of such changes, which is compatible with Aristotle’s assertions in GC 

I.4 and I.5, involves a persisting substratum. But it seems that, according to the italisized 

sentence in the passage above, the ‘this becoming that’, which is applicable to both 

substantial change and non-substantial change, can also imply a surviving substratum. In 

the view of those who support the traditional interpretation, the following example is even 

more clear: that, in the course of the generation of a statue, which is explicitly classed as 

generation simpliciter in 190b6, the matter of generated substance, i.e., the bronze, persists 

throughout the generation of the statue and ultimately survives. Therefore, as Bostock 

summarizes, the substratum has two roles in Aristotle’s theory of change: on the one hand, 

it is the starting point from which a change proceeds; on the other hand, it is a continuant 

which persists throughout a change.1 If this were the case, there would be an obvious 

conflict between Aristotle’s arguments in Physics I and in GC I.  

This traditional interpretation, however, has been challenged by several critics. 2 

Charlton is the first modern commentator to argue against this interpretation, but his 

challenge is not successful, because he has neglected the crux of the quoted passage 

190a21-29. 3  Broadie acknowledges that the passage quoted above indicates that the 

substratum persists through the generation of a statue, but she immediately points out that, 

in Physics I.7, Aristotle does not concern himself with whether or not the substratum 

persists through a change. This is the reason why Aristotle also gives an example of 

biological genesis in which the substratum does not persist at the same time in Physics I.7.4 

Therefore, according to Broadie, Aristotle’s example of the generation of a statue does not 

reflect his decisive view about the distinction between substantial change and non-

substantial change. 5  Henry takes a similar view to that of Broadie. He argues that 

                                                             

ὑποµένοντος ἀµφοτέρως λέγεται, καὶ ἐκ τοῦδε τόδε καὶ τόδε τόδε· καὶ γὰρ ἐξ ἀµούσου καὶ ὁ ἄµουσος 
γίγνεται µουσικός. 
1 Bostock 2006, 9. For a similar view, see also Gill 1989, 6, 90, 106; Witt 1989, 66. 
2 Charlton 1970, 71-79; Broadie 2004, 124-150; Henry 2015, 146-147; 2019, 45-50. 
3 In Charlton’s commentary to 190a21-29, he says, “in a24-6 Aristotle says that a thing is usually said 
to come to be out of the factor which does not remain, but sometimes out of the factor which does; for 
instance, we say that a statue arises out of bronze, not that bronze becomes a statue.” But later he 
omits to say anout about bronze at all! Cf. Nie 2019, 87-90.  
4 This interpretation of biological genesis is also held by Frey 2007. Charles, however, provides an 
alternative interpretation of this example in Physics I.7, see Charles 2018, 185-186. 
5 As Broadie explains, “although in Physics I.7 Aristotle was definite that the coming to be of 
substance is the coming to be of something in a different category from the others, he did not dwell on 
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Aristotle’s task in Physics I.7 is to show that any change does proceed from a pre-existing 

thing. For this reason, ‘although Aristotle supports this conclusion by drawing on cases 

where the subject survives the change (190a22-6), his general point in no way defends on 

that.’1  

All these challenges to the traditional interpretation fail to explain why Aristotle, at 

least, seems to have held that, in his example of the generation of a statue, the substratum 

of the change, i.e., the bronze, persists throughout the change. Even if Broadie and Henry 

are correct that the persistence of the bronze is not important at all in the context of Physics 

I.7, it remains to be answered why, if his arguments in Physics I.7 is compatible with those 

in GC I.4 and I.5, Aristotle indicates that some generation simpliciter cannot be 

differentiated from non-substantial changes. For this reason, if we are going to accept that 

substantial changes can be distinguished from non-substantial changes in the way 

suggested in GC I.4 and I.5, then it is necessary to explain in what sense the bronze in 

Aristotle’s example of the generation of a statue does persist throughout the change, as is 

indicated in Physics I.7, but in what sense it does not, as is indicated in GC I.4 and I.5. 

In order to make it clear why Aristotle affirms that matter does not persist through a 

generation simpliciter in one place, while denying this in another place, I would like to 

bring in my distinction between the mixture of simple bodies and the homogenous parts of 

physical substances from Chaper 6. In fact, as we shall see in what follows, the question of 

the sense in which the bronze in Aristotle’s example of the generation of a statue does 

persist throughout the change, and the sense in which it does not, can be easily answered 

in terms of my distinction between mixture and the homogenous parts of substances.  

As has been shown in chapter 6, the concurrent matter of a thing, i.e., its homogenous 

parts, shares exactly the same properties with the mixture from which the thing comes to 

be. In this case, if one bases one’s judgement just one’s sense-perception, one would 

definitely have the impression that the mixture has persisted through the generation and 

remained as the homogenous parts in the generated thing. But, as we have seen in §6.5, 

since the mixture, which exists independently of a substance, and the homogenous parts of 

a substance are not determined by the same form, even if the latter comes to be from the 
                                                             

what difference this implies for the logical structures of the corresponding types of change.” See 
Broadie 2004, 129-130. 
1 Henry 2019, 47-50. 
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mixture, they are by nature two distinct things. Therefore, strictly speaking, the mixture has 

not persisted and remained in the generated substance. It has been completely destroyed 

when it is transformed into the homogenous parts of the substance.  

The distinction between the mixture and the homogenous parts of substance is absent 

from Physics I.7, because only if the way in which simple bodies exist in substances has 

been completely explained, can this distinction be successfully drawn. In Physics I, 

however, the notion of simple body has not been introduced yet. For this reason, it is natural 

for Aristotle to speak, apparently unguarded, that the bronze, which is initially a mixture, 

persists through the formation of a statue and remains as the bronze, which is the 

homogenous part of a substance, in the statue. But as soon as these two homonymous 

instances of bronze have been distinguished, he immediately realizes that, strictly speaking, 

the matter in a substantial change does not persist at all. On the basis of this observation, 

he argues in De Generatione et Corruptione that substantial change can be distinguished 

from the non-substantial change because their matter does not persist. It is in this way that 

Aristotle’s investigation into the simple bodies contributes to his distinction between 

substantial change and non-substantial change. 
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