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Keimpe Algra

Aristotle’s Conception of Place and its
Reception in the Hellenistic Period

1 Introduction

At first sight the discussion of place in Aristotle Phys. 4, 1–5 may seem patchy
and its style at times crabbed. On closer view, however, its contents acquire co-
herence through the conscious and explicit application of what has been label-
led Aristotle’s ‘dialectical method’. It is no coincidence that the discussion of
place has been one of the key examples in G.E.L. Owen’s classic study of this
method,Z for Aristotle is more explicit than he usually is in outlining his proce-
dure:

We must try to make our inquiry in such a way that the ‘what-it-is’ is provided, the aporiai
are solved, the apparent facts about place are accounted for, and, finally, so that the reason
for the difficulty and for the problems around it are clear (Arist. Phys. 4, 211a7– 11).

Aristotle practices what he preaches: he provides the ‘what it is’ in the form of a
definition or account (“the first immobile boundary of what contains”, Phys. 4,
212a20); he solves the aporiai (at least for this, his own, conception of place,
Phys. 4, 212b22–29); he accounts for the apparent facts (at least for those appa-
rent properties that genuinely apply to place, i.e. the set of properties specified at
210b33 ff.); and he provides us with an explanation of the difficulty of the sub-
ject, in the following passage:

Place seems to be something profound and difficult to grasp, both because the notions of
matter and form present themselves together with it (παρε�φαίνεσθαι), and because of the
fact that change of position of a moving body occurs within a surrounding body which is at
rest; for [from this] it appears to be possible that there is an extension in between which is
something other than the magnitudes which move. Air, too, contributes to this suggestion,
by appearing to be incorporeal; place seems to be not only the limits of the vessel, but also
that which is in between, which is considered as being void (Arist. Phys. 4, 212a7–30).

The problem seems to be, in other words, that the phenomena are unclear to the
extent that in everyday thinking and speaking various conceptions of place – in-

� Owen 1961. On the structure of the account of Phys. 4, 1–5 see also Algra 1995, 170–181, and
Morison 2002.



cluding the most important rival conception of place as three-dimensional exten-
sion (“that which is in between, which is considered as being void”) – readily
come to mind and may be used promiscuously. In fact, and as we shall see,
the corpus Aristotelicum itself does not always stick to what in Physics 4
comes out as the correct account. Nevertheless it is here, in Physics 4, that the
various conceptions of place are disentangled and examined, and that we are
told which one can be coherently maintained.

This is not to say that everything is clear and convincing, and it should come
as no surprise that the conception with which Aristotle eventually comes up,
place as the first immobile surface of what surrounds (τ� το� περιέχοντος
πέρας �κίνητον πρ�τον, 212a20), had a mixed reception in later ancient and me-
dieval thought. It was dutifully reported and defended in such Aristotelian scho-
lastic texts as the commentaries of Alexander of Aphrodisias (of which only frag-
ments remain) and Themistius, and even in the exegetical part of the sixth
century commentary of Philoponus.V Yet, in a separate excursus, nowadays
known as the Corollary on Place, this same Philoponus launched some devastat-
ing objections against the Aristotelian conception of place. The formidable Sim-
plicius was no less critical, although he came up with a different alternative
theory. Some points made in these later ancient texts resurfaced in the stock
quaestiones of the medieval commentary tradition.X

The subject of the present paper is the equally mixed reception of Aristotle’s
accounts of place and void in the Hellenistic period. Engagement with Aristotle’s
theory in this period appears to have come in at least two stages. The first con-
cerns the interpretation of the theory of Phys. 4, 1–5 by Aristotle’s earliest suc-
cessors. I will discuss these early reactions, mostly on the basis of the evidence
provided by Simplicius (in particular in the Corollary on Place which rounds off
his commentary on Phys. 4, 1–5), in sections 3 (Eudemus), 4 (Theophrastus) and
5 (Strato) of this paper. The second stage appears to have started in the first cen-
tury BC – after the resurfacing of the corpus Aristotelicum – and to have taken the
form of a debate between Peripatetics and Stoics on place and on the Stoic con-
ception of an extra-cosmic void. Here again it is Simplicius who offers part of the
evidence – on the Peripatetic Xenarchus of Seleucia and on anti-Stoic arguments
assembled by Alexander of Aphrodisias – whereas other relevant information is

� Philoponus took it to be his duty to expound and explain Aristotle’s position to the best of his
abilities in his commentary proper before criticizing it in the separate excursuses which we now
know as the corollaries: see his programmatic remarks at Cat. 6, 30–35. On the relation between
the commentary proper on Phys. 4, 1–5 and the Corollary on Place see Algra / Van Ophuijsen
2012, 2–6.
� On the medieval reception of the theory, see Grant 1981.
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provided by Cleomedes in his first or second century AD handbook of Stoic cos-
mology. This debate will be the subject of my section 6. Finally, the sceptical ac-
counts of place in Sextus Empiricus’ work may complement our picture of the
late Hellenistic situation, in so far as they as well basically oppose the Stoic
and the Aristotelian positions. They will be discussed in section 7.

I will start out, however, with a systematic discussion (section 2) of four rath-
er problematic aspects of Aristotle’s account, each of which seems to have left its
traces not only among the commentaries of late antiquity, but also in the discus-
sions within the Hellenistic Peripatos (section 2). This will force me, in passing,
to come to terms with Ben Morison’s challenging ‘revisionist’ interpretations of
Aristotle’s theory of place (his book On Location now being the most extensive
in-depth study of Phys. 4, 1–5). According to Morison people have been too
quick to criticize the theory, which he thinks was actually quite good.↵ In a sep-
arate article he also discusses the evidence on Theophrastus, claiming, contrary
to what has thus far been the mainstream interpretation, that Theophrastus de-
fended Aristotle’s conception of place unrestrictedly.� Although my conclusion
will be that this interpretation, though sympathetically charitable, gets insuffi-
cient support from Aristotle’s text and from the evidence on the early Peripatetic
reactions to it, I am convinced that the challenge of engaging with Morison’s ar-
guments will help us to sharpen our view both of the problems and arguments
involved and of the nature and limitations of the evidence.

2 Problems in Aristotle’s account

Aristotle’s conception of place is rooted in some sensible ways of using the con-
ception of place in ordinary speaking and thinking. When we say that a fish is
swimming ‘in the water’ or that I am ‘in Athens’, we are speaking of a thing’s
surroundings as its place. However, in so far as Aristotle’s account makes a
point of transforming such general ways of speaking into a more technical phil-
osophical conception by specifying a thing’s place in the proper sense as “the
first immobile surface of the surrounding body”, it can be seen to run into diffi-
culties on at least two accounts. To begin with, it is not clear why this particular
conception should be favoured over other conceptions as the only correct one,
more particularly why the most commonly accepted rival conception – place

� Morison 2002; the blurb text even describes Aristotle’s discussion of place as being “of
enduring philosophical interest and value”.
� Morison 2010.
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as an independent three-dimensional extension – should be discarded. Second-
ly, specifying place as a first surrounding surface brings in problems of its own.
For one thing, such a surrounding surface disappears once the emplaced body
has been removed (so that it is not stable in the required sense of something
that can be left behind and re-filled); for another, such a surface is the surface
of a mobile substance (so it is not clear how it can be immobile, as it should be,
also according to Aristotle); and finally, some bodies, such as the outer sphere of
the heavens, do not have a surrounding surface (so that not every physical sub-
stance is in a place, as should be the case). Let us examine each of these objec-
tions – numbered as (i)-(iv) – in succession.

(i) Aristotle’s arguments against the conception of place as a three-dimensional
extension are problematic. The arguments used by Aristotle to eliminate the
most important rival conception (place as an underlying three-dimensional ex-
tension) are unsatisfactory.� The text at issue is very unclear; and the arguments
it contains do not appear to hit the mark. The two main arguments used in the
fourth chapter of Phys. 4 (211b19–29) seem to be these:

(1) On this conception of place, there would be an infinity of places in
the same spot (�ν τ� α�τ� �πειροι �ν �σαν τόποι, 211b20–21) for in a
continuous emplaced body we can distinguish an infinity of parts
which will all have their own places, so that we have an infinity of
juxtaposed (and, we may presume, in fact also overlapping) three-di-
mensional places “in the same spot”; and

(2) On this conception of place, place will be moving (��α δ� κα� � τόπος
�σται �εταβάλλων, 211b23).

Elsewhere in the same book, in the course of his discussion of void in chapter 8,
Aristotle uses a different route to reach the absurd conclusion of an infinity (or at
least: an indefinite number) of places “in the same spot”. This time he seems to
be thinking of a doubling of three-dimensional extensions which can go on ad
infinitum:

(3) “What will be the difference between the body of the cube and the
void and place which are equal to it? And if two things can behave
like this, why cannot any number of things coincide?” (216b9– 11).

� Aristotle’s arguments were pertinently criticized by Philoponus at the beginning of his Co-
rollary on Place at Ph. 557, 12–563, 25.

14 Keimpe Algra



It is not too difficult to see, however, that (2) and (3) are not straightforwardly
convincing in that they simply presuppose Aristotle’s apparent conviction that
there is only one kind of three-dimensional extension, viz. the extension of sub-
stances themselves. Elsewhere Aristotle argues that it is the phenomenon of
things moving through air that has caused the mistaken supposition that things
can move through mere extension, for air seems to be incorporeal. But, or so he
claims, there is no extension apart from the extension of substances: “what is in
between a place is whatever body it may be, but not the extension of a body”
(σ��α γ�ρ τ� �εταξ� το� τόπου τ� τυχόν, �λλ�ο� διάστη�α σώ�ατος, Phys. 4,
212b26–27).

This brings us to objection (1). It is defended by Ben Morison:

Aristotle was right to argue that on the diastēma theory of place a particular mass of water,
for example, will have an infinity of internal places ‘hanging around’, whereas in truth the
parts of the water are not the right sort of item to have a place.✏

There are two claims involved here. The last claim, about parts of a continuous
substance not being the sort of things to be emplaced, may be true on Aristotle’s
own principles. And indeed, even Philoponus – as we know, an adherent of the
diastēma view – subscribes to the Aristotelian idea that only substances have
places.⇣ But this very example shows that the claim that randomly defined
parts of continuous substances all have places of their own is in itself not a nec-
essary concomitant of the conception of place as an independent three-dimen-
sional extension. Moreover, even if we assume, with Aristotle, that it is, there
is still no compelling reason to find it intrinsically problematic. On the contrary,
one might argue that it is rather the Aristotelian view, with its denial that the
parts of continuous substances have places of their own, that goes against com-
mon intuitions on the way the concepts of place and position are to be used.

Morison’s first claim, that Aristotle is right about the infinity of internal pla-
ces ‘hanging around’, is more puzzling. For it is simply not true that the concep-
tion of place as a three-dimensional extension involves an actual infinity of over-
lapping or nested places. Even from an Aristotelian point of view the diastēma
view would involve – if we take it to involve a view about the emplacement of
parts at all – that the (only potentially infinite number of) parts of a continuous
substance, however specified, would occupy (a potential infinity of) correspond-
ingly specified parts of one and the same absolute extension, not that an actual
infinity of places co-exist or ‘hang around’.

� Morison 2002, 132.
� See the evidence quoted in Algra 2012, 9.
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What are the reasons for Aristotle’s odd claims, and what is the reason why
they were accepted by at least part of the subsequent Aristotelian tradition? We
may note that the rival conception of place as a self-subsistent three-dimensional
extension could not be easily integrated within an Aristotelian ontology: being
self-subsistent, such a place or space could not be considered as an accident,
i.e. a quantity; but neither could it be seen as a substance in the sense of a syn-
olon of form and matter. Philoponus acknowledges this in his Corollary on Place
but argues that we should then conclude that, in the face of the strong argu-
ments in favour of the existence of space as a three-dimensional extension,
there is something wrong with the ontological premise that a quantity cannot
subsist by itself (Ph. 578, 5–579, 17). Note, incidentally, that in Phys. 4 Aristotle
does not explicitly make the point about the ontological inconceivability of place
as a self-subsistent extension, although the point may be implied in the aporia in
chapter 1 which claims that it is unclear what genus we should ascribe to place:
it has three dimensions but is not a body (209a4–6).

At the beginning of the sixth century it was the weakness of Aristotle’s argu-
ments against the rival conception of place as an independent extension that
triggered the excursus on place in Philoponus’ commentary which is nowadays
known as the Corollary on Place. As we shall see (sections 5 and 6 below, pp. 38–
47), he was anticipated in this respect by the Hellenistic Peripatetics Strato of
Lampsacus and Xenarchus of Seleucia. For many Aristotelians, however, the
view that place was a separate extension apparently could not be true and
that may have helped them to swallow Aristotle’s rather limp refutation of this
view in Physics 4. Thus, we have no evidence that Eudemus or Theophrastus
did not follow Aristotle on this point of his account. And as we shall see (section
7 below, pp. 47–51), Sextus Empiricus’ (partly parallel) accounts of place in PH 3,
119– 135 and M 10, 1–36 show us that also the late Hellenistic arsenal of scepti-
cal arguments from which Sextus could draw still used versions of Aristotle’s
arguments against the conception of place as a three-dimensional extension, al-
though now directed against the Stoics.

(ii) Place and the explanation of motion. A second problem emerges once we re-
alize that Aristotle’s theory of place appears to be primarily a theory of the loca-
tion of static bodies. Or perhaps we should say that it appears to work only in
cases where we actually do find a more or less stable surrounding surface,
whereas it is not easy to use his conception of place to describe the trajectory
of bodies in motion. Nevertheless the explanation of motion, or change in gener-
al, is explicitly adduced as the raison d’être for introducing the subject within the

16 Keimpe Algra



context of the Physics in the first place.⌘ Why would the theory count as defective
in this respect? But also: why would it be that many Aristotelians did not see
this? Let us have a look at the difficulties first. Using Aristotle’s conception of
place, we should describe a body in motion as traversing an infinity of instanta-
neous two-dimensional places. In his Corollary on Place Philoponus takes Aris-
totle to task for the element of two-dimensionality:

If place is the boundary of the container and is not some different extension between the
boundaries over and above the bodies that come to be in it, then clearly during my motion
from Athens to Thebes the parts of air that yield up their own place to me (for motion is a
change of places and a continuous exchange) yield up nothing but surfaces. But when sur-
faces alone are put together, even an infinite number of them, coinciding with each other
they make the whole no bigger. So how can the moving body move forwards? (Phlp.
Ph. 567, 12– 18).Z 

It is perhaps no coincidence that in contexts like these, where we are describing
the trajectory of a moving body, Aristotle sometimes consciously or unconscious-
ly resorted to the very concept of place as a three-dimensional extension which he
had rejected for theoretical reasons.ZZ

[…] the celestial element is eternal and the spatial path (topos) through which it moves is
endless, though always complete, while the terrestrial bodies each have their distinct and
limited regions (topous) (Arist. Meteor. 339a25 ff.).

Richard Sorabji focuses on another problem by pointing out that the surround-
ing surfaces in such a process are instantaneous.ZV Hence, a boat moving through
water should be taken to traverse a series of instantaneous limits, so that it could
never return to a place, for once a place is left it no longer exists. This may not
count as an odd result, if we recall the explicit claim that “place is together with
the object, for the limits are together with what is limited” (��α τ� πράγ�ατι �
τόπος. ��α γ�ρ τ� πεπερασ�έν� τ� πέρατα, Phys. 4, 212a29–30). But it does ap-
pear to be an odd result, if we take account of a different requirement also intro-
duced by Aristotle, namely that place should be something that can be left be-

� Cf. Phys. 3, 200b20: “Change seems to be impossible without place and void and time, and in
any case place, void and time are pervasive and common to all kinds of change, so for both these
reasons we shall obviously have to look into each of them” (transl. Waterfield).
�� Here, and in the rest of this contribution, references to the texts of Themistius, Philoponus
and Simplicius are to the page and line numbers of the Berlin CAG edition.
�� Cf. Philoponus Phys. 567, 8–29. On unorthodox conceptions of place in the Corpus Aristo-
telicum see Algra 1995, 182– 188.
�� See Sorabji 1988, 190.
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hind: “the place where the thing is can be left by it, and is therefore separable
from it” (Phys. 4, 211a3).ZX So the problem is simply this: in what sense does
Aristotle’s theory allow me speak of the place I occupied this morning while
standing in the garden, or of the place where I will be tonight while having din-
ner, if the relevant surrounding surfaces no longer exist or not yet?

It may be worth our while to have a look at the way in which Ben Morison’s
charitable interpretation of Aristotle deals with this problem. The central point of
his interpretation is that, according to Aristotle, place as the surface or limit “of
what surrounds” can in practice be specified in various ways and that in the end
“Aristotle identifies the proper place of x at time t as the inner limit of the uni-
verse at which it is in contact with x at t” (my italics).Z↵ In other words, “the sur-
roundings (to periechon) to which a body must be related in order to say where it
is are the whole universe” (again, italics mine).Z� This allows him to dodge the
objection about instantaneous places by claiming that place as a limit is some-
thing which the universe can assume and re-assume: “shapes, sizes, limits, col-
ours etc. are assumed – sometimes instantaneously – and they can be re-as-
sumed. Our interpretation is safe from this objection”.Z� Perhaps this does
offer a way to make sense of the notion of (returning to) the ‘same’ place. How-
ever, the point remains that also on this interpretation places are hardly things
that can be identified once they have been left, or before they are reached.

As we will see, the evidence suggests that Eudemus of Rhodes was sensitive
to this problem. But apparently for him, as well as for the other ‘mainstream’ fol-
lowers of Aristotle, this problem did not count as fatal. A possible reason for this
may have been that being able to indicate the location of static substances was
precisely what most Aristotelians expected from the theory of place, even within
the context of a theory of locomotion. After all, Aristotle and Aristotelians were
used to analysing changes, including locomotion, first and foremost in terms of
their starting point and end point. See, for example, the analysis of change in
Phys. 1 (esp. chapter 1, 5) as a process occurring between opposites. Within
such a general descriptive framework Aristotle’s conception of place sufficed
to describe the situation at the outset as well as the situation at the end of a proc-
ess of locomotion. So even those, like Eudemus, who noted that the account of

�� One may compare the earlier claims that place is “different from all the things that by
replacement come to be in it” and something “which they alternately leave and enter” (Phys. 4,
208b1–8), and the fact that he more than once describes place as a kind of vessel that can be
filled, but also left behind (212a14–15).
�� Morison 2002, 149.
�� Ibid., 171.
�� Ibid., 165.

18 Keimpe Algra



place as a two-dimensional surrounding surface involved some counter-intuitive
aspects, may have found it workable for all practical purposes in the context of
Aristotelian physics.

(iii) The required immobility of place. Even if, for the reasons indicated, these
first two general objections may have carried little weight within the context
of Aristotelian physics, there were some other problems which remained press-
ing also within an Aristotelian context and which accordingly left their traces
more widely in the commentary tradition. First, there is the problem of saving
the required immobility of place. At some point in the middle of his account
in chapter 4 of Phys. 4 Aristotle adds the requirement that place should be im-
mobile (βούλεται δ��κίνητος ε�ναι � τόπος, 212a18), so he qualifies his definition
of place accordingly: it is not just the surface of the surrounding body, but the
immobile surface of the surrounding body. In the same context he adds that a
thing located in a mobile place is in a vessel rather than in a place. So a vessel
is a mobile place and a place is an immobile vessel. But how can this distinction
be applied in practice? After all, in most circumstances a thing’s surroundings
consist of mobile substances. Even in the case of the layers of the elements
we see that water and air are mobile and in fact moving, and the same goes
for fire, and for the aether of the heavenly bodies. So, where are immobile places
to be found?Z✏

Aristotle adds to the difficulty by providing a rather obscure example: a boat
in a river (presumably what he has in mind is a boat flowing along with the
river). He claims that in such a case the boat is in the flowing water as in a vessel
(with respect to which it does not move), whereas its immobile place is “the
whole river” (with respect to which it does move):

Just as a vessel is a mobile place, so place is an immobile vessel. That is why, when some-
thing is in motion inside a moving object (imagine a boat on a river), it uses its surround-
ings as a vessel rather than as a place. But place is meant to be immobile. For that reason
the whole river is rather the place (� π�ς ��λλον ποτα��ς τόπος), because taken as a whole
it is immobile (�κίνητος � π�ς) (Arist. Phys. 4, 212a14–20).

This passage was much debated by ancient and medieval commentators and var-
ious solutions were devised.Z⇣ Some commentators took the claim about “the
whole river” being the place to refer to the immobile river banks (as opposed

�� This is why Simplicius Ph. 604, 3 asks: “Where then is place, i.e. which things are properly in
place?”.
�� For an overview of the problems and solutions, see Grant 1981; Sorabji 1988, 190; Algra 1995,
222–230.
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to the mobile, flowing water). But that would be to violate one of the criteria for
place which Aristotle had set up himself, viz. that it should be contiguous (prōton
peras) and of the same size (“neither larger nor smaller”, 211a2). In order to save
both the contiguity and the immobility of Aristotelian place (qua surface of the
surrounding body) some later medieval commentators introduced a distinction
between material place (the actual surface of the immediately surrounding
body, which may be mobile) and formal place (the surrounding surface, consid-
ered in abstracto, and with its immobility defined in terms of its location in re-
lation to the outer sphere of the heavens).

Ben Morison presents what at first sight may seem to be a variant of this
theory.Z⌘ His interpretation of Aristotle’s definition resembles the medieval con-
ception of formal place in that it rescues the immobility of the surrounding sur-
face by specifying it in a particular way. The difference is that whereas the medi-
eval commentators specified the relevant surface as the surface of the
immediately containing substance, but taken in abstracto, Morison specifies it
as the containing surface taken as the surface of a larger surrounding entity, or
of a group of entities, and in the end even as the surface of the surrounding cos-
mos as a whole. Thus, in the example of the boat being moored in, or moving
through, a flowing river, the boat’s (immobile) place, i.e. the surrounding sur-
face, should not be specified as the surface of the surrounding (flowing)
water, but as the surface of the (immobile) river as a whole, and in the end
even as the inner surface of the whole universe surrounding the boat. And the
universe as a whole is immobile – as Morison points out – not in the sense
that it is naturally designed for motion but will in fact not move, but in the
sense that, although nothing prevents it from moving, it is impossible for it to
move, because there is nothing outside it.V This, in the end, is what guarantees
the required immobility of the surrounding surface. So the problem of the immo-
bility of place disappears: we can always specify the surrounding surface as the
surface of the immobile surrounding cosmos as a whole.

This is an ingenious solution, which at first sight seems to have in its favour
that it makes use of the familiar Aristotelian practice of specification by means of
qua-locutions. But there is a drawback: we do not easily derive it from what
Aristotle actually says. He does not use the relevant qua locutions in this context.
He does not speak of the surface of the surrounding river qua surface of the sur-
rounding universe. Instead, he simply uses the crude formula “the whole river is
rather the place”. At this point Morison, appears to support his interpretation by

�� He discusses the issue of immobility in Morison 2002, 155– 161.
�� Morison 2002, 157.
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offering a different translation of the words � π�ς ��λλον ποτα��ς τόπος. He
takes them to mean: “rather the whole river is a place”, i.e. one of the possible
ways of identifying the surrounding surface, next, for example to the identifica-
tion of this surface as the limit of the surrounding universe.VZ On this reading, in
other words, the eventual identification of the surrounding surface as the surface
of the surrounding immobile universe is thus at least implied.

Apart from the fact that this does not appear to be the most natural way to
interpret the Greek of this particular passage,VV the role here accorded to the im-
mobility of the cosmos as a whole seems questionable for other reasons as well.
First of all, it is true that Aristotle does speak of the universe as a koinos topos, so
in a sense each thing can be said to be ‘in the universe’ as in a place. But in so far
as I can see, he does not anywhere connect this device to the issue of the immo-
bility of a thing’s proper place (idios topos).VX Secondly, it may well be asked
whether the immobility of the cosmos as a whole is the kind of immobility we
are looking for. We are discussing intra-cosmic motion and rest, so we need an
immobile reference point within the cosmos which allows us to determine wheth-
er a particular body is moving or at rest. This is what Aristotle makes clear in the
passage immediately following on the river example and the statement of the im-
mobility requirement.V↵ For there he goes on to talk about the centre of the world
and the inner limit of the sphere of the heavens as ‘above’ and ‘below’ in the
basic, or ‘absolute’ sense, because they are both at rest. It is with respect to
these two items that we can determine the natural rest or natural motion of
the elements. As we will see, Eudemus explicitly works out this line of thought
by specifying that we define immobile places with reference to the heavenly
sphere which is immobile in the relevant, intra-cosmic, sense. For all we
know, he did not speak of the immobility of the cosmos as a whole.

�� Morison 2002, 159 admits that “Aristotle’s account favours specifying some smaller (and
possibly ephemeral) locator as the host of the place of x”, because smaller locators (a) “show
how the universe changes around x”, and (b) “are evidently more in line with our practice of
saying where things are (we advert, normally, to intermediate items in something’s surroundings
– although this depends greatly on context, of course”. I agree on (b), but I think (a) is not really
an issue in Aristotle’s presentation of things.
�� The fact that the noun τόπος here occurs without the article is perfectly normal Greek idiom,
for nouns in a predicate position. It does not indicate that Aristotle is talking about ‘a place’
rather than ‘the place’. Indeed the equivalent of ‘a place’ would probably have been something
like τοπός τις. The context seems to suggest that we are being told that it is not the immediately
surrounding water, but the river as a whole that is said to be the place of the boat.
�� For the distinction between koinos and idios topos, see the beginning of the second chapter
of Phys. 4, 209a31–b4.
�� The passage is quoted below in the text, p. 27.
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And indeed we may well ask how relevant the immobility of the cosmos as a
whole would be in this connection. Imagine a situation where the cosmos is sur-
rounded by an infinite empty space and where – as imagined by the Stoic Cleo-
medes and in medieval thought experiments – it moves or is moved so that it
exhibits a rectilinear translation through this space.V� Would that change the
way in which we define mobile versus immobile substances within the cosmos?
Wouldn’t we still regard the centre and the periphery as fixed reference points for
determining intra-cosmic motion and rest? Conversely, of what use would the im-
mobility of the cosmos as a whole be, for the purpose of locating things within
the cosmos, if we imagine the cosmos as containing no fixed elements, but con-
sisting of substances which all move helter-skelter all the time? It appears, in
other words, that the search for immobile places would in principle not be
thwarted by any supposed motion of the cosmos as a whole, whereas it would
indeed be thwarted if we had no immobile reference points within the cosmos.
So perhaps we should not look as far as the immobility of the universe to secure
the required immobility of places.

On the basis of these considerations, I do not think it very likely that Aris-
totle’s claim that “the whole river is rather the place” refers to the surrounding
surface of the boat-sized hole in the cosmos. One would rather expect it to refer
to the surface of the surrounding river, taken in abstracto, i.e. as a geographic
entity, following the interpretation of the earlier mentioned medieval commenta-
tors (an interpretation which has been taken up some time ago in a slightly dif-
ferent way by Myles Burnyeat).V� This surface, we may surmise, derives its immo-
bility from the immobility of the river qua geographical entity, which has a fixed
position on the immobile earth, which in its turn has a fixed position with re-
spect to the heavenly spheres. Nevertheless, even this solution remains problem-
atic in that (a) the roughshod phrase “the whole river is the place” needs trans-
lation and unpacking and (b) the solution still presupposes a distinction
between the surface qua surface of the surrounding water and the surface qua
the surface of the surrounding immobile river as a geographical entity – a dis-
tinction which is not provided in the context of these particular passages, nor
indeed elsewhere in Phys. 4. Consequently, we need not be surprised, pace Mor-

�� Cleom. Cael. 1, 1, 39–43 Todd. More or less the same thought experiment was referred to in
the 49th proposition of the condemnation of 1277 (which argued against those (Aristotelians) who
claimed that God could not shift the world) and it was taken up by philosophers such as Thomas
Bradwardine, John de Ripa and Nicolas Oresme. See Grant 1979, 230–232. In these contexts, the
thought experiment was actually used to prove that there is, or can be, an extra-cosmic void
space.
�� See Burnyeat 1984, 230 n.15.
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ison, that the problem of the immobility of place remained on the agenda in the
later ancient and medieval commentary traditions, starting, as I believe, with
Theophrastus.V✏

(iv) The location of the heavens. The text of the first part of chapter 5 of Phys. 4,
which deals with the subject of the emplacement of the (outer sphere of the)
heavens (212b8–21) is extremely condensed and difficult. Aristotle appears to
claim that the ouranos is not in a place as a whole, but that it has places for
its parts in so far as they move and contain each other (hence, they somehow
act as each other’s places). The fact alone that Aristotle designates his subject
as “the ouranos” does not make matters easier. After all, in Aristotle, even in
this single context, the word ouranos can refer either to (1) the whole cosmos
(as a synonym of ‘the universe’ or to pan), or to (2) the outer sphere of the heav-
ens, or to (3) the heavens as a whole. Interpretations of what Aristotle is saying
(and especially of what he means by “the parts” of the ouranos) naturally differ
according as one opts for (1), (2) or (3). The translation of Waterfield and Bostock
(1996), for example, opts for (1) and takes the whole of 212a31-b22 to be about the
(place of the) universe. Hussey (1983) 119 rather assumes that Aristotle is moving
between the various senses of ouranos, as indeed does Philoponus in the various
sections of his commentary.V⇣ Simplicius (Ph. 594, 35–37) actually complains
that “it is clear that he was calling either the whole universe or the whole of
that which revolves ‘the heavens’, but he created much unclarity in the passage
before us by saying sometimes ‘the heavens’ and sometimes ‘the universe’”.

But perhaps we should leave the problem of the lack of clarity in the presen-
tation for what it is and move on to the underlying conceptual problems.Wheth-
er ouranos refers to the outer sphere, or to the heavens as a whole, or to the cos-
mos as a whole, the cosmos is said not to be in a place. Is there a problem here at
all? One might say that these three entities all do indeed lack a container, so that
from an Aristotelian point of view it is hardly a problem that they are not in a
place. If only those things are in a place which have surroundings, then these
three objects do not need to be emplaced. However, this would be to ignore
two further problems. One is that it is surely counter-intuitive that a particular
part or parts of the cosmos are not in a place. This is not an anachronistic or
un-Aristotelian worry, for Aristotle himself appears to have subscribed to the
first premise of Zeno’s paradox, viz. that all things that exist are, if not in a
place, then at least ‘somewhere’ or ‘in something’ (see also 208a39: “the idea

�� But see below, p. 32, on Ben Morison’s different interpretation of Theophrastus’ position.
�� See Algra / Van Ophuijsen 2012, 118 nn. 201–203.
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that existing things are somewhere is universally accepted”). So why not the
heavens? We do have a problem here, it seems. Another problem is that the ha-
vens do in fact exhibit a form of locomotion, for the spheres rotate. How can we
have a form of locomotion without change of place? Aristotle’s solution in the
obscure first part of ch. 5 seems to come down to the claim that

(a) ouranos, in whatever meaning of the word he has in mind here, is in-
deed in place, but only in virtue of its parts; and that

(b) the kind of locomotion involved is rotation and that this means that
its parts exchange places without the ouranos as a whole doing so.

So we have a location for the ouranos, not as a whole but in virtue of its parts;
and we have a form of locomotion, in the proper sense of changing places, not
for the ouranos as a whole, but for its parts. How are we to interpret this?

The commentary tradition comes up with two ways in which this could be
worked out, each of them equally unsatisfactory. One option is to take this pas-
sage to be about the heavens as a whole, in which case the reference to “the
parts” and their respective motions is taken to be to the nested spheres. The
problem with this is that it does not leave us with a place which can serve as
the measure of rotation; for during its rotation each inner sphere remains in
the same outer sphere. Secondly we are left with the outermost sphere, which
on this interpretation should still be taken not to be in a place at all, for it
has nothing to surround it from outside, unless we take it to be located, excep-
tionally, not in a concave surrounding surface, but in the convex surface of the
inner sphere of Saturn, as some commentators appear to have suggested.V⌘ An-
other option is to take the whole passage to be about the outer sphere alone,
and to take the reference to the parts to be to the continuous parts of this
outer sphere itself. The problem with his interpretation is that on Aristotle’s
own line of thought, and as we noted above in subsection (i), the parts of a con-
tinuous whole are not in a place properly speaking. Moreover, in the process of
the rotation of the outer sphere these parts do not in fact change place relatively
to each other, so they can hardly constitute the places that measure the rotation
of the sphere.

A possible way out for an Aristotelian would be to claim that locomotion is
restricted to the kind of rectilinear motion that we witness in the sublunary
world, and that only substances in that region are the sort of things that need
places to explain their motions. In that case the fact that the outer sphere and
the heavens as a whole are not in place, although they rotate, could be seen

�� Cf. Them. Phys. 121, 1–5.
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as no longer problematic because rotation would no longer be treated as a sub-
species of locomotion, but as a separate species of change (next to locomotion,
qualitative change etc.) in its own right, one which does not require a place to
start from, nor a place to move into. This appears to have been the option chosen
by Alexander of Aphrodisias.X However, as Simplicius notes in the first part of
his Corollary, there are passages where Aristotle emphatically does claim that ro-
tation is in fact one of the subspecies of locomotion or kinēsis kata topon.XZ So at
the very least one does get the impression that Aristotle had not thought this
through sufficiently.

In his Corollary on Place Philoponus has this to say on the subject:

Hence, when they try to explain how the sphere of fixed stars could move in place when it
is not in place, they throw everything into confusion rather than saying anything clear and
persuasive. For they cannot deny that the sphere moves in place, because they cannot even
make up a story about what {other} kind of motion it would have. However, they cannot
explain what is the place in respect of which it moves, but like people playing dice they
throw out first one account, then another, and through them all they destroy their original
assumptions and agreements. For by concealing the weakness of his account with obscur-
ity, Aristotle licensed those who want to change their stories however they wish (Phlp.
Ph. 565, 12–21).

But we need not resort to the critical Philoponus. Even Ben Morison has to con-
clude that it is “a problem which is recognized and tackled by Aristotle, but
unsatisfactorily”.XV

3 Eudemus of Rhodes

Simplicius starts his Corollary on Place, which is appended to his discussion of
Phys. 4, 1–5, by remarking that Aristotle’s account “contains many difficulties
and offered many lines of examination to those who came after him”. In the
next few sections (3, 4, 5) I want to examine to what extent this judgement ap-
plies to the first two generations of Aristotelian philosophers: Eudemus of
Rhodes, Theophrastus of Eresus and Strato of Lampsacus. I will not provide
an exhaustive discussion of the evidence on these philosophers, nor will I dis-
cuss everything they thought and wrote about place, space and void. but I will

�� Cf. Simp. Ph. 595, 20–21; cf. also 589, 5–8; 602, 31–35.
�� Ibid., 603, 4–16.
�� Morison 2010, 85.
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focus instead on those fragments that can be linked to any of the four problems
that were discussed in the previous section. Let us start with Eudemus.

Eudemus of Rhodes returned to his home island in 323, when after the death
of Alexander the Great, Aristotle had to leave Athens and Theophrastus became
scholarch. In Rhodes he started a small-scale philosophical school of his own.
Gottschalk describes him as a “worthy professor, battling to instil the rudiments
of Aristotelian philosophy into an undistinguished group of students”.XX His
Physics appears to have been based on a course of lectures covering the same
subjects as Aristotle’s Physics and in the same order, except that it contained
nothing corresponding to what we now know as book 7.X↵ It has been argued, ac-
cordingly, that his selection of material from Aristotle anticipated the selection
later supposedly made by Andronicus of Rhodes.X� He seems to have been virtu-
ally unknown in the Hellenistic era, but some of his works, among which the
Physics circulated during the renaissance of Aristotelianism in the first two cen-
turies AD. Eudemus was much quoted by Alexander of Aphrodisias and through
him his ideas reached the later commentators, although also Simplicius appears
to have read his Physics for himself (in fr. 44 Wehrli he claims that he is unable to
find a quotation provided by Alexander in Eudemus’ own text). I think the work
can be characterized as a shortened paraphrase (it seems to have comprised four
or five books) with some additions and clarifications, perhaps comparable to
what we later find in Themistius (whose work was also freely used by later com-
mentators).

What remains of Eudemus’ discussion of place in his Physics is in a sense a
mixed bag. Some fragments are merely a paraphrasing explanation of what is in
Aristotle, comparable to what we find in the later exegetical paraphrase by The-
mistius. Other fragments try to clarify and articulate Aristotle’s account at vari-
ous points, and in doing so they may go beyond what is in Aristotle and intro-
duce slight modifications. An example of such a slight modification can be
found in a passage in which Simplicius tells us that both Theophrastus and Eu-
demus took the immobility of place to be among the initial axiōmata of the
theory.X� Aristotle, we may recall, did not include the immobility requirement
in his axiōmata, i.e. in his revised list of basic phainomena at the beginning
of chapter 4, but added it only later on, at the end of the chapter (212a14–21).
The modification proposed by Theophrastus and Eudemus does not affect the

�� Gottschalk 2002, 36.
�� Ibid., 29–30.
�� Ibid., 33.
�� Cf. Simp. Ph. 606, 32–35 (Eudemus frs. 79a-c Wehrli; Thphr. fr. 147 FHSG).
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core of Aristotle’s theory, but straightens out his argument and makes for a clear-
er presentation.X✏

The immobility of place recurs as a theme in another fragment which may be
taken to offer an example of a further articulation of what is in Aristotle. On clos-
er view, the problem of immobility involves two sub-questions: (a) with respect
to what should we specify the immobility of place, and (b) can we find places as
surrounding surfaces that are indeed immobile in the required sense? Eudemus
focuses on the first question. He answers it by saying that we determine immo-
bile places in relation to the heavens:

Having said that place must be the limit, in so far as it surrounds, of the surrounding body
which was immobile, he [scil. Eudemus] added: “For that which moves is like a vessel, and
that is why we determine places in relation to the heavens. For they do not change place,
except in their parts” (Simp. Ph. 595, 5–8; part of Eudemus fr. 80 Wehrli).

In doing so he may well have taken his exegetical cue from the passage in Aris-
totle which immediately follows on the final definition of place as the “first im-
mobile limit of what contains”. For Aristotle goes on to claim that this definition
takes account of a number of basic phenomena, starting out by saying that

We can now see the reason why the centre of the world and the inner limit of the heavenly
revolution are taken to give us ‘above’ and ‘below’ in the most basic sense. It is because of
their constancy: the centre is absolutely stable and the limit of the rotation always stays in
the same state (Arist. Phys. 4, 212a21–24).

As Hussey remarks in his commentary, “the present section shows that there are
natural places, kept immobile by the permanent structure of the world”.X⇣ If I am
correct, Eudemus used this brief reference in Aristotle to immobile natural pla-
ces to specify the immobility of all places in terms of their relations to the heav-
ens as a fixed point of reference. This means that he answered our sub-question
(a), thus adding in a welcome clarification of Aristotle’s conception of immobile
places, and showing that immobility is not defined in terms of the immobile uni-
verse, but in terms of the immobile heavenly sphere.X⌘ The evidence does not tell
us whether he also wrote about our sub-question (b).

�� Sharples 2002, 117.
�� Hussey 1983, 118.
�� Pace Morison; see the previous section.
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More interesting, perhaps, for our purpose is a fragment which adds another
reason for the difficulty of the subject (i.e. to the reasons already outlined by
Aristotle in 212a7– 14, a passage quoted above, p. 11):

Eudemus says that a further cause of the difficulty of the problem of place is that [the no-
tion of] place is not easy to grasp, because it altogether escapes us when the body in it is
removed, and it is not possible to apprehend it in itself, but, if at all, in combination with
something else, like the sounds of the so-called consonants. For with ‘a’ added, the sound
of ‘b’ and ‘c’ becomes clear (Simp. Ph. 523, 22–28; Eudemus fr. 73 Wehrli).

Here, I believe, Eudemus wittingly or unwittingly puts his finger on what is pri-
marily an additional weakness of Aristotle’s theory, rather than of any theory of
place. After all, in the very passage on which Eudemus is here commenting Ar-
istotle claims that one of the difficulties surrounding our theorizing about place
is that we may take the container which remains at rest to be place-as-extension,
because it seems “possible that there is an extension between the limits which is
not the same as the magnitude of the moving bodies” (212a7–30, quoted above,
p. 11). In other words, the rival conception does allow us to think of place as
something existing in its own right. For Aristotle’s own conception, however,
this is different. As we saw in the previous section, this conception usually
does not allow us to specify a place that an object has left behind or to specify
the place where an object is going to end up before it has moved over. That this
objection was still ‘around’ later in the Hellenistic period can be inferred from
the critique of the Peripatetic theory of place in Sextus Empiricus PH 3, 131,
which no doubt has earlier collections of sceptical arguments as its proximate
source,↵ but which may ultimately be traced back to doubts raised within the
Peripatetic tradition of the kind here presented by Eudemus:

But if this is what place is, then the same thing will both exist and not exist.When a body is
about to come into being at a certain place, then in so far as nothing can come into being in
what does not exist, the place must pre-exist in order that in this way the body may come
into being in it. And for this reason the place will exist before the body which is in the place
comes into being in it. But in so far as a place is effected when the surface of what includes
encloses what is included, a place cannot subsist before the body comes to be in it; and for
that reason it will not then exist (S.E. PH 3, 131).

It appears, then, that surrounding surfaces are not just items that can only with
much difficulty, if at all, be given the required immobility, they are also items

�� Note that the arguments in the parallel account in M 10, 20 are said to come “from the
sceptical tradition” (�π� τ�ς σκέψεως).
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that are hardly stable enough to serve the purpose places should serve, viz. being
a container that can be filled and then left behind. As I have argued in the pre-
vious section, this is not a worry that stems from considerations that are external
to Aristotle’s own theory, but rather one that follows from his own requirement
that place should be “left behind by each object and be separable” (211a2–3), a
requirement that is more easily satisfied by the rival conception of place as a
three-dimensional extension. Of course it is also satisfied by vessels. But not
by non-permanent Aristotelian places. Here we may be hitting upon a central
problem. One might say that Aristotle’s attempt to locate bodies primarily in
terms of their surroundings is in principle a reasonable one – working out, as
we saw, common sense ways of thinking and speaking, like ‘a fish is swimming
in the water’ or ‘I am in Athens’. But the problem seems to be his reification of
place as a surrounding something. Perhaps, in other words, the comparison with
the vessel was not such a good idea after all.

4 Theophrastus of Eresus: frs. 146 and 149 FHSG
revisited

This brings us to Theophrastus. His Physics appears to have differed from its Eu-
demean counterpart in several ways. For one thing, there appears to have been
no systematic correspondence between the order of its books and the books of
Aristotle’s Physics.↵Z For another, Theophrastus’ text appears to have had rather
different aims: where Eudemus basically provided an exegetical paraphrase,
probably for scholastic use, Theophrastus appears to have felt free to raise puz-
zles, to improve Aristotle’s theory on some points, and to disagree with him on
others.↵V Nevertheless, we have no reason to see his work otherwise than as aim-
ing to continue Aristotle’s project, while following Aristotle in broad outlines.

The two most relevant fragments dealing with place are both to be found in
Simplicius Corollary on Place. The first (fr. 146 FHSG) lists a set of five aporiai that
concern Aristotle’s account. Although, as we shall see, these aporiai can be seen
as objections that are to be taken seriously, we are not told whether Theophras-
tus thought them decisive. The second fragment (fr. 149 FHSG) offers what looks
like a cautious suggestion, but it is not immediately clear what this suggestion
amounts to and to what extent it constitutes an alternative to Aristotle’s account.
Some earlier scholars, such as Jammer and Sambursky, claimed that together

�� Sharples 1998, 2–3.
�� For a general characterization of Theophrastus as a philosopher, see Sharples 1998.
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these fragments show that Theophrastus actually rejected Aristotle’s concept of
place and replaced it with a concept of place as a relation, more or less resem-
bling the concept that would be defended by Leibniz later on.↵X Sorabji provided
an alternative interpretation of these fragments as indicating that Theophrastus
rejected Aristotle’s theory of natural places.↵↵ I myself have argued elsewhere
that the two fragments under discussion here appear to fit in with the overall pic-
ture of Theophrastus which I have just sketched: that his critical attitude merely
shows itself in his leaving the aporiai of our first fragment unanswered, without
the implication that Aristotle’s theory should therefore be rejected; and that the
second fragment presents us with hardly more than the suggestion that perhaps
we should not regard place as something that is really there (i.e. the surface of a
surrounding body), but rather as a concept we use to denote the order and po-
sition of things.↵� It is likely, in my view, that it is precisely in virtue of this cau-
tious way of presenting this suggestion that, contrary to what has been suggested
by Sorabji,↵� Theophrastus’ ideas about place did not become widely known.
Outside the context of these few passages in Simplicius, we find no references
to them.

Recently Ben Morison has come up with an even more watered-down inter-
pretation of these two fragments. In his view the aporiai in the first fragment
(fr. 146) should not be read as serious objections at all, but as harmless puzzles
or “clarificatory devices”.↵✏ In his view all of them “can be given Aristotelian
answers”,↵⇣ although he admits that in most cases no straightforward answers
are forthcoming either from Aristotle’s own texts or from what remains of Theo-
phrastus’ Physics. He then goes on to interpret our second fragment (fr. 149) as in
fact supporting or actually restating Aristotle’s theory. So Aristotle’s theory of
place – which, we may recall, Morison sees as basically unobjectionable –
comes out shining and unscathed: Theophrastus signals no serious problems
and offers no alternative view, cautious or otherwise.

Given these divergent assessments, and especially against the background of
Morison’s challenging new interpretation, a fresh look may be appropriate. First
the aporiai of fr. 146 FHSG. The text, as noted, comes from Simplicius’ Corollary
on Place. In the first few pages of this Corollary Simplicius lists a number of ob-

�� For references, see Algra 1995, 232 n. 96.
�� According to Sorabji 1988, 201 this attack was very influential and enabled later Greeks to
take a more Newtonian view of space than their medieval successors.
�� See Algra 1992 and 1995, 231–248.
�� See above, n. 44.
�� Morison 2010, 89.
�� Ibid., 89.
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jections against Aristotle’s conception of place. After having asked “where then
is place, i.e. which things are properly in place? For both air and water are in
motion, while individual bodies in general are in flux in the air or water”, he
goes on as follows:

One should know that in his Physics Theophrastus too raises difficulties (�πορε�) of the fol-
lowing sort against Aristotle’s account of place:
(1) a body will be in a surface;
(2) place will be in motion;
(3) not every body will be in a place; for the sphere of the fixed stars will not;
(4) if the spheres are taken together, the heaven as a whole will also not be in a place;
(5) things in a place will no longer be in a place if, without their changing themselves at
all (�ηδ�ν α�τ� �ετακινηθέντα), their surroundings are removed (Simp. Ph. 604, 5– 11; The-
ophrastus. fr. 146 FHSG).

Let us first review the five aporiai once again, with a view to their potential
strength.

Aporia 1 (a body will be in a surface): the most natural way to take this apo-
ria is as an application of Aristotle’s own requirement that places should be
equal (i.e. “neither larger nor smaller”, Phys. 4, 211a2) to the emplaced body.
For how can a surface be equal in size to a body? Morison thinks the problem
can be easily solved: “the size of the surface should be calculated in this in-
stance as being not its area, but the volume it encloses”.↵⌘ And his everyday ex-
ample of my coat being ‘my size’ meaning that it encloses me snugly has a cer-
tain prima facie appeal. One may still wonder, however, whether this does not
involve a certain amount of cheating with the notion of ‘size’. Moreover, one
might object that taking the size of the place in the sense of the volume that
is being enclosed, and then saying that this is equal to the size of the emplaced
body, amounts to surreptitiously introducing the notion of place as a three-di-
mensional extension. For if the size of the place is the volume that is being en-
closed, and place is different from what is emplaced, then one might well con-
clude that place is an enclosed volume independent of the enclosed body, and in
that sense equal in size to it.

One may doubt, in other words, whether this Aristotelian answer really
works. It should be granted, however, that this aporia may not be the most dam-
aging one. Perhaps the best way to solve it would be to say that the original re-
quirement that place should be neither larger nor smaller should be reformulat-
ed in more neutral and less obviously quantitative terms, e.g. by claiming that
place should be ‘exactly fitting’ – for this would accommodate both the concept

�� Morison 2010, 83.
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of place as an extension (being exactly covered by what is emplaced) and the
concept of place as a surrounding surface (exactly surrounding the emplaced).

Aporia 2 (place will be moving): here as elsewhere the future tense (estai)
indicates that we are dealing with a supposed consequence of Aristotle’s concep-
tion of place. It is an undesirable consequence, we may suppose, because both
according to Aristotle and according to Theophrastus himself (as we can infer
from some other fragments) place should be immobile.� But why would this
be a consequence of Aristotle’s account or theory? I have argued earlier that
this is because Aristotle defines place as a surrounding surface, and surrounding
surfaces are the surfaces of mobile substances.�Z So strictly speaking – i.e. with-
out invoking the “surfaces taken in abstracto” of the later medieval commenta-
tors (on which see section 2 above, p. 20) – there are no immobile surrounding
surfaces. Theophrastus would thus be the first to have signalled the problem of
the immobility of place as a problem which specifically arises for the Aristotelian
theory, in which, as we saw, he would be followed by many others.

Now we saw that Ben Morison claimed that Aristotle actually solved the
problem of immobility by taking place to be the surface of the whole surround-
ing cosmos, for this cosmos is immobile in the relevant sense. So how, on his
view, can Theophrastus present moving places as a consequence of Aristotle’s
conception of place? The answer is that Morison prefers to connect this aporia
with a fragment (to which I briefly referred in the previous section on Eudemus)
which suggests that both Eudemus and Theophrastus claimed that the immobil-
ity requirement should not have been added to the definition, as it is in Aristotle
(at the end of chapter 4), but to the axiōmata of the theory (as given at the be-
ginning of chapter 4).�V The solution to the aporia is then supposed to be
easy: add the requirement to the axiomata, as proposed by Theophrastus him-
self, and all is fine. But this is odd. The point made by Theophrastus and Eude-
mus about relegating the required immobility of place to the axiōmata appears to
be one of presentation only. Why would Theophrastus claim that adding the re-
quirement of immobility to the definition rather than to the starting points would
have the effect that place – presumably: any place – will as a matter of fact be
moving? On balance, I do not think this interpretation offers a convincing way to
read, and then defuse, the second aporia.

Aporiai 3 and 4 (outer sphere and heavens as a whole are not in a place): I
have already discussed this problem as one of the ‘classic’ problems associated

�� For Theophrastus’ view on the immobility of place cf. further frs. 147 and 148 FHSG.
�� See section 2 of this paper; see also Algra 1995, 222–230, and 235.
�� Simp. Ph. 606, 32–35 (Theophrastus fr. 147 FHSG).
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with Aristotle’s theory in the later tradition. Morison, as we saw, recognizes that
“Theophrastus has put his finger on a problem which needs spelling out explic-
itly – a problem which is recognized and tackled by Aristotle himself, but
unsatisfactorily”.�X He also claims that “nothing indicates that Theophrastus
meant this to be a devastating objection”,�↵ to which I agree, and adds that all
aporiai, including this one, can in the end be given an Aristotelian solution,
which is something I find it harder to go along with, for no satisfactory solution
emerges from the tradition.

Aporia 5 (take away the surroundings, and a thing is no longer in a place,
without it changing or moving itself in any way): I agree with Morison against
Sorabji that this aporia is not about a situation where a thing’s surroundings
are in motion, but rather about the situation where a thing’s surroundings are
removed altogether. According to Morison this is “an unexpected consequence
of Aristotle’s theory, but not a weakness”.�� For he locates the paradoxical aspect
in the fact that such a body appears both to have moved (for it is no longer in its
former place) and not to have moved (for it has not exhibited any motion itself).
And then, he argues, the solution is easy: you should not say ‘x has moved from
place p if x is no longer in place p’, but rather ‘x has moved from place p if x is no
longer in place p but in place q’.

Against this we should first note that the words �ηδ�ν α�τ� �ετακινηϑ�ντα
could equally well be translated as “having changed in no way” rather than “not
having been moved themselves”, so that the issue would not be about things
paradoxically having moved and not having moved at the same time, but rather
about their suddenly finding themselves without a location, without having
themselves changed in any way. But even if we adopt Morison’s translation,
we should acknowledge that the way in which the aporia is phrased shows
that the focus is not on the paradox identified by Morison (i.e. it is not primarily
about moving and not moving), but that the unexpected consequence is rather
(once again voiced in the future tense) that “these things will no longer be in a
place” (ο�κέτι �σται �ν τόπ�). And this is arguably not just an unexpected con-
sequence, but also a weird one.We are dealing with a thought experiment about
emplaced things, i.e. substances within the cosmos. If we take away their imme-
diate surroundings and (counterfactually) create a void around them, these sub-
stances suddenly find themselves without a location. Yet, we know that all cos-
mic substances are supposed to have a location and indeed we can still indicate

�� Morison 2010, 85.
�� Ibid., 85.
�� Ibid., 86.
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where these substances are with respect to the remaining elements of the cos-
mos, even if their direct surroundings are no longer there. I am not saying
that Theophrastus thought this to be “evidence that Aristotle’s account of
place is doomed”.�� After all there is no evidence, as we saw, that he rejected
the theory in the end. But examples such as this could very well have led him
to the cautious suggestion (presented in the second fragment) that perhaps
place is not a surrounding thing, but rather a term we use to indicate a thing’s
relation to its surroundings. For that would be a way to circumvent this fifth apo-
ria.

But this would be to jump to conclusions concerning the meaning of our sec-
ond fragment. Let me first take stock of this discussion of the five aporiai. I grant
Ben Morison that the first one is perhaps rather innocuous, although some work
is needed to get it out of the way, and although later commentators did in fact
repeat it (see e.g. Phlp. Ph. 563, 31–564,3). But the solutions Morison offers
for aporiai 2 and 5 do not appear to address the problems that are at stake,
and he does not even offer a solution for numbers 3 and 4, but merely suggest
that a proper Aristotelian solution can be found even though, as we have
seen, no satisfactory solution appears to have been offered within the Aristote-
lian tradition. All in all, then, I think we are entitled to conclude that even if
(as I agree) Theophrastus somehow did not think of these aporiai as fatal to
Aristotle’s theory, he did signal them as problematic aspects of that theory.

Let us now move on to our second fragment:

Also Theophrastus seems to have subscribed to this view in his Physics, in a passage where
he continues his account in an aporetic fashion (Morison: as one who in an impasse tries to
advance the argument) and says: “Perhaps place (topos) is not a substance (ousia tis) in its
own right (kath’ heauton), but we speak of it because bodies have an order (taxis) and po-
sition (thesis) in conformity with their natures and powers, and similarly also in the case of
animals and plants and in general of things with a differentiated structure, whether ani-
mate or inanimate, if they have a nature that exhibits form. For in these too there is an
order and position of parts in relation to the whole substance. And this is why each of
them is said to be in its own place through having its own proper order. For each part of
the body too would desire and demand its own place and position” (Simp. Ph. 639, 13–
22; Theophrastus fr. 149 FHSG).

On my own earlier reading of this fragment, it offers, as a cautious suggestion, an
alternative way of conceiving place.�✏ Ben Morison, by contrast, argues that the
fragment contains nothing that could not be endorsed by Aristotle too, and that

�� Ibid.
�� Algra 1992, 146– 157, and 1995, 237–242.
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it thus testifies to Theophrastus’ complete orthodoxy in so far as the theory of
place is concerned.�⇣ In order to take things further, I think three questions in
particular need to be answered:
(1) How does this passage fit into the overall structure of Simplicius’ overview

in the Corollary on Place? More particularly, what do the words “this view” in
the first line refer to?

(2) What are the implications of Simplicius’ claim that Theophrastus “continues
his account in an aporetic fashion” – or, if we prefer Morison’s translation,
which seems equally possible: “as one who in an impasse tries to advance
the argument”?

(3) What is the nature of the view set out by Theophrastus in the actual quota-
tion?

As for question (1), it is clear from the larger context that Simplicius sees Theo-
phrastus as anticipating some aspects of the theory of place of his teacher Dam-
ascius. But only some aspects, since Damascius’ theory is presented as “novel”.�⌘
So which aspects does he have in mind? I think he makes this quite clear in the
diaeresis of conceptions of place which he offers at Ph. 641, 23 ff., at the end of
his Corollary. This diaeresis is based on the various ways in which different the-
ories of place can be seen to work out what Simplicius describes as the koinē en-
noia, or common conception, of place:

But now it should be added to the above that there is a common conception of the whole of
place which says that it is the determination of the position of each distinct thing among
entities. This determination is either made in terms of (i) the receptacle (κατ� τ�ν �ποδο-
χήν) or (ii) the container/what surrounds (κατ� τ�ν περιοχήν), or (iii) the ordering of the
position of each distinct thing among entities (κατ� τ�ν �κάστου πρ�ς τ� �λλα τάξιν τ�ς
θέσεως) (Simp. Ph. 641, 23–27).

He then goes on to assign Aristotle’s conception of place as a subspecies to type
(ii) (642, 11– 13), whereas he assigns Damascius’ view to type (iii):

This, I said, was the view of Damascius, the head of our school, and it was vouched for by
Theophrastus and Iamblichus (Simp. Ph. 642, 17– 19).

This final diaeresis of conceptions of place thus offers a classification according
to what me might call the morphology of place: other aspects (such as the dy-

�� Morison 2010, 98.
�� On Damascius’ theory and on the connection Theophrastus-Iamblichus-Damascius as seen
by Simplicius, see Algra 1992, 157–162.
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namic or non-dynamic character of place) are left unconsidered,which is why we
can find Theophrastus lumped together with two in other respects very different
Neoplatonic theories (those of Iamblichus and Damascius). This classification
shows that Simplicius reads Theophrastus’ suggestion as at least an anticipation
of the view of place primarily in terms of taxis and thesis, rather than as an elab-
oration of the Aristotelian view of place as a containing something. Of course we
cannot exclude that he is mistaken, but he almost certainly had direct access to
the text of Theophrastus’ Physics,� and should accordingly be considered capa-
ble of seeing this quotation against the background of its larger Theophrastean
context. We have no prima facie reason to distrust his evidence.

As for question (2), Morison rightly, in my view, explains that “being in an
aporia” here means that you are considering a question, and that you have con-
sidered and rejected all the answers which strike you as possible, but end up
having nowhere to go. “Advancing the argument” then means: bringing in a
new set of possible answers. So we have a conception X of place as an ousia
which somehow leads to puzzlement, and then we are given an alternative Y.
But, in this case, what is X and what is Y? On the view I defended earlier, Theo-
phrastus, having considered a number of puzzles surrounding Aristotle’s con-
ception of place as in some relevant sense a thing, ventures to suggest the alter-
native view that place is a concept which has no clear denotation, but is used to
indicate a body’s relation (taxis and thesis) to its surroundings. So, on this inter-
pretation, X is the Aristotelian view and Y is an alternative conception.Yet it is an
alternative which, in so far as it still defines place in terms of surroundings,
might be thought to be acceptable to an Aristotelian as well. Hence the presen-
tation of Y as a cautious, but apparently not immediately implausible, sugges-
tion.

Morison, by contrast, argues that it is Y that actually presents us with Aris-
totle’s considered view, and that X, the conception that induced the aporia, must
be a non-Aristotelian conception of place, for example the view which takes
place to be an independently existing extension.�Z But if this is the nature of
the contrast between X and Y – a clearly non-Aristotelian view being replaced
by the Aristotelian view – one wonders where the puzzlement on X comes
from (the conception of place as an independent extension, for example, had
been rejected by Aristotle in no uncertain terms, even if we may regard his argu-
ments as inconclusive) and why Y is being introduced so tentatively with the
words “perhaps place is not an ousia, but etc.”. Doesn’t this rather suggest

�� He quotes a passage from “the beginning of his Physics” at Ph. 9, 5– 10 (fr. 144b FHSG).
�� Morison 2010, 93.
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that X and Y are not radically opposed alternatives, but rather two views which
might both seem to fit within the overall framework of Aristotelian physics?

This brings me to (3). It might be argued that conception X, which Theo-
phrastus here presents as the problematic one, cannot be the Aristotelian one,
for Aristotle does not in fact hold that place is a substance (ousia). In a strict
sense this is true. But there are two less strict senses in which Aristotelian places
may be said to be substances. First of all, place qua surface falls under one of the
senses of ousia outlined in ch. 8 of Metaphysics Γ. The third class of entities
which may be called substance is there defined as follows:

The parts which are present in such things [i.e. simple bodies, substances in the primary
sense] limiting them and marking them as individuals, and by whose destruction the whole
is destroyed, as the body is by the destruction of the plane, as some say, and the plane by
the destruction of the line (Arist. Metaph. 1071b17–20).

Secondly, Aristotle more than once uses a reference to a thing’s surrounding sub-
stance as a kind of shorthand for a proper reference to a thing’s place. Think of
the phrase “the whole river is the place”, or of the way in which the beginning of
chapter 2 of Phys. 4 tells us that we are in the world, in the air and on the earth,
thus claiming that these are all somehow our places. It appears to me, in other
words, that the label ousia can in a broad sense be applied to Aristotelian places.
At any rate I do not see that it would be better suited to capture the three-dimen-
sional extension of the opposite party, which, of course, is not an ousia in any
Aristotelian sense at all.

Aristotle defines places in terms of surroundings rather than in terms of an
underlying extension, and our fragment shows us that Theophrastus does so too.
So in that sense the suggestion made in our fragment is not completely alien to
Aristotle’s thought; indeed it may count as a sensible elaboration. But it is an
elaboration, not something which is already explicitly present in Aristotle’s
text. For, as noted before, in Aristotle we do seem to witness a certain reification
of place: place is a surface and as such a surrounding something – the vessel
analogy suggests as much – and hardly an epiphenomenon, as Morison seems
to suggest.�V And this arguably led to precisely the kind of problems signalled
in Theophrastus’ aporiai: as a surrounding something place may be thought to
move, viz. along with the substance of which it is the surface (the subject of
the second aporia); and bodies without a surrounding something – the outer
sphere of the heavens, the heavens as a whole, intra-cosmic substances of
which the surroundings are thought away – paradoxically have no place (the

�� Ibid., 93.
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subject of the last three aporiai). The fact that our fragment can thus be seen to
cohere with the aporiai of the other fragment we discussed is one reason to take
it as a cautious suggestion that one might consider an alternative view, rather
than a straightforward endorsement of Aristotle. Other reasons are, as we saw,
that this seems to be the way in which Simplicius, who could see the fragment
in context, read it; that it makes sense of the way in which Simplicius classifies
the relevant position in his final diaeresis, viz. as a position different from the
position held by Aristotle; and that it makes better sense of the tentative way
in which Theophrastus introduces his suggestion.

5 Strato of Lampsacus

Strato of Lampsacus became head of the Peripatetic school in Athens after The-
ophrastus (c. 287 BCE) and kept that position until his death (269 BCE). That he
showed serious interest in the problems of space and void is shown by the cata-
logue of his works, preserved by Diogenes Laërtius 5, 59 (= fr. 1 Sharples),�X
which informs us of the fact that he wrote a Περ� το� κενο� (On the Void).
The evidence suggests that in his conceptions of place and void he departed
from Aristotle in three important respects:
(1) he replaced Aristotle’s conception of place as a surrounding surface by the

rival conception of place as a three-dimensional extension; unfortunately we
do not have his arguments, but we may be sure that he was not convinced by
Aristotle’s arguments against this view and we may presume that he was
also influenced by the puzzles raised by the first generation of Peripatetics,
i.e. by Eudemus and Theophrastus;

(2) he seems to have disambiguated the use of the term kenon: where Aristotle
uses it both to denote space as a three-dimensional extension and to denote
an actual void or empty pockets in substances, Strato seems to have prefer-
red topos as a term to refer to occupied space and reserved kenon to refer to
an actual void;�↵

�� References are to the new edition of the fragments by Sharples 2011.
�� There is one passage in Simplicius (Ph. 618, 16–25) which might be taken to suggest that
Strato actually identified place and void. It claims that “of those who identify place and void”
some do not make void infinite, but “make it equal in extent to the corporeal universe, and say
that for that reason it is empty in its own nature, but is for ever filled with bodies and is only
notionally seen as existing in itself” (Ph. 618, 20–24; fr. 27b Sharples). Simplicius adds that
“many of the Platonists were of this opinion, and I think that Strato of Lampsacus too held this
view”. But the identification of place and void is part of Simplicius’ ordering diaeresis. “Place as
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(3) although he followed Aristotle in believing that the cosmos is a plenum
which as such does not contain stretches of actual void between substances
(and does not need them to explain the locomotion of substances), he did
support the notion of void interstices or empty pockets or pores within indi-
vidual substances as a notion required to account for particular physical
processes, such as compression and the propagation of light through dia-
phanous substances.

I cannot here discuss the complex evidence concerning Strato’s theory of micro-
voids (items (2) and (3) in the survey above),�� but will only add some observa-
tions on his conception of place (i.e. on (1). According to Simplicius, in the di-
aeresis with which he begins his Corollary, Aristotle’s conception of place as
two-dimensionally extended, i.e. as a containing surface, was supported by
“the whole Peripatos” (Ph. 601, 20)). A few lines further on this same Simplicius
shows that this view should be taken cum grano salis, when he adds Strato as an
adherent of the rival view that place is three-dimensionally extended:

Some say that it is three-dimensional. Of these some said that it is absolutely homogeneous
and sometimes remains without any body, like the followers of Democritus and Epicurus,
some that it is an interval, always containing body and fitted to each (�πιτήδειον πρ�ς
�καστον), like the well-known Platonists and Strato of Lampsacus (Simp. Ph. 601, 23–24;
Strato fr. 27a Sharples).

Who the Platonists here mentioned are supposed to be – and why Plato himself
figures elsewhere in this diaeresis among those who think of place as completely
dimensionless – remains a bit puzzling, but the reference is probably to Platon-
ists who took their cue from the spatial characterizations of the receptacle in the
Timaeus.�� Perhaps we find a glimpse of such a conception in the section on the
physics of Antiochus of Ascalon in Cicero Acad. 1, 27 which, after having claimed
that matter can be infinitely divided, makes the same claim for the intervalla over
which bodies move, i.e. presumably: space.�✏ We should also note that the con-

void” is simply his way of characterizing the conception of place as a three-dimensional ex-
tension in this overview.We cannot infer from this passage that Strato himself was prepared to
equal space and void.
�� See Algra 1995, 58–70; recent assessments of the theory in Sanders 2011 and Berryman 2011.
�� On the spatial characteristics of the receptacle in the Timaeus, see Algra 1995, 93–110. These
may also have led to the ascription to some people (presumably Platonists) of the identification
of matter and void by Aristotle in Phys. 4, 214a14.
�� It is unclear, however, whether this account represents a kind of reconstruction by Antiochus
of the common ground between Stoics and Academics, or should be traced back in toto to an
early Academic source, as has been claimed by Sedley 2001.
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ception of place as “an interval always containing body”, but “empty in its own
right”, was also defended by Simplicius’ near-contemporary Philoponus, with
whose commentary on the Physics Simplicius was familiar.�⇣

However this may be, that Strato of Lampsacus defended the conception of
place or space here ascribed to him is borne out by several other pieces of evi-
dence. First, there is a text which has often been neglected by those who studied
Strato’s theory of space and void, probably because it originally did not belong to
any of the purely physical treatises (it is not cited by Simplicius in a physical con-
text) and because Wehrli, rightly, printed it among the logical fragments. It is a
fragment from Strato’s book Περ� το� προτ�ρου κα� �στ�ρου (On prior and Pos-
terior) preserved by Simplicius in his commentary on the Categories.We are deal-
ing with a summary by Simplicius of Strato’s listing of a number of ways in
which one thing can be ‘prior’ to another – ways which according to Simplicius
can all be subsumed under the five forms of being ‘prior’ recognized by Aristotle
(Cat. 14a26). Although the text is not a literal quotation, we may be sure that the
examples are by Strato. After all, Simplicius’ point is precisely that these exam-
ples all fit into the Aristotelian scheme. One among the various ways in which
one thing can be prior to another is ‘being prior by nature’:

As prior by nature, as [i.e. in Aristotle’s terms] not admitting of a reversal of the order of
being/of the ontological priority (�ς �� �ντιστρέφον κατ� τ�ν το� ε�ναι �κολούθησιν
[we may regard Strato’s example of] that which is capable of existing when the other
does not exist, like place (topos) in relation to body and body to colour (Simp. Cat. 432,
1 ff.; Strato fr. 15 Sharples).

In the same context place is also adduced as an example of yet another kind of
priority: it is also said to be prior to time in so far as it does not participate in
coming to be and passing away. Together these claims make clear that we are
dealing with the un-Aristotelian conception of place as a self-subsistent three-di-
mensional extension. The view that there is such a place or space and that it is
ontologically prior is listed by Aristotle among the general phainomena from
which his investigation in Phys. 4 takes its start. He takes it to be implied by He-
siod’s talk about the role of chaos in the cosmogony (Phys. 4, 208 b34–209a3),
but he himself of course in the end rejects it:

�� According to Philoponus, place is “empty in its own definition” (Ph. 560, 11– 12) and “bo-
diless in its own definition: dimensions alone, empty of body” (Ph. 567, 30–33). On Simplicius’
reaction to Philoponus, see Hoffman 1987. On parallels between the respective commentaries on
the Physics by these two authors, see Algra 2012, 10–11.
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If place were such, its power would be astonishing, and prior to all other things (πρότερα
πάντων). For that without which nothing else is, but which can itself exist without all other
things, is necessarily prior to everything else. For place [in that case] is not destroyed when
the things in it are destroyed (Arist. Phys. 4, 208b34–209a3).

Our passage in Simplicius, though not a verbatim quotation, suggests that Strato
was prepared to turn the tables on Aristotle on precisely this point, and to de-
fend the very ontological priority of space which Aristotle thought would be ‘as-
tonishing’.

Strato’s heterodox conception of place was not only reflected in the com-
mentaries of Simplicius, but also in the doxographical tradition. Stobaeus, in
a passage which appears to combine materials from Aët. 1, 18 and 1, 19 in
Diels’ reconstruction, offers the following doxographical information:

Strato said that there is no void outside the world, but that it can come to be within it – and
he said that space/place (topos) is the extension between container and contained (τ� �ε-
ταξ� διάστη�α το� περιέχοντος κα� το� περιεχο�ένου) (Stob. Ecl. 1, 18, 1b, p. 156, 4–6
Wachsmuth).

We seem to be dealing with a slightly garbled version of the formula Aristotle
uses to describe the conception of place as a three-dimensional extension, as
one of the four possible candidates for being place: τ� �εταξ� τ�ν �σχάτων
(Phys. 4, 211b8). In Aristotle the context makes clear that the �σχατα he has in
mind are the �σχατα το� περιέχοντος. In the doxographical context of Aëtius
the addition of the superfluous words κα� το� περιεχο�ένου was probably trig-
gered by the co-occurrence of the terms ‘surrounder’ (περιέχον) and ‘surrounded’
(περιεχο�ένον) in the previous doxa (on Aristotle: τ� �σχατον το� περιέχοντος
συνάπτον τ� περιεχο�έν�).�⌘

This testimony also refers to Strato’s conception of the void. As we noted,
Strato claimed that we need to conclude that there is such a thing as pocket-
voids within substances (in order to explain particular phenomena such as
the propagation of light through transparent substances such as water), but
that separate stretches of void are not required as a natural feature of the
world. The world is a plenum of substances, and Strato subscribes to the Aristo-
telian theory of antiperistasis: bodies replace each other without needing an
empty place to move into first. In other words, the fact that bodies need a sep-
arate place or space to move through does not imply that they need an empty
place to move into:

�� On the text, see the contribution by Mansfeld in this volume, pp. 181– 199.
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If you drop a pebble into a vessel filled with water and invert the vessel, blocking the exit at
the mouth, the pebble moves to the mouth of the vessel as water moves around into the
place of the pebble. The same thing happens with swimmers, and fish, and so on (Simp.
Ph. 659, 20 ff.; Strato fr. 29 Sharples).

This means that Strato here basically follows Aristotle:

Nor do we need the void to explain change of place, since it is possible for things to make
way for one another without there being any separate extension besides the moving bodies.
It is as easy to see this in the case of rotation of continuous objects as it is in the rotation of
liquids (Arist. Phys. 4, 213a28–32).

However, he obviously does not share Aristotle’s conclusion that such an inde-
pendent extension is non-existent. In fact, his commitment to the existence of
pocket voids, combined with his commitment to an underlying independent
three-dimensional extension, even allowed Strato to leave open the possibility
of such an extended intra-cosmic and ‘inter-substance’ void being produced ar-
tificially. Hence, presumably, the claim that “it can come to be within it” in Sto-
baeus’ testimony.✏ In addition, both Simplicius and Stobaeus explicitly claim
that Strato denied the possibility of an extra-cosmic void. For him – as, many
centuries later for Philoponus – space as extension was finite and completely
co-extensive with the equally finite cosmos. As a critic of Aristotle he was to
be outdone in this respect by Xenarchus of Seleucia, two centuries later.

It is unfortunate that on some important issues (his rejection of Aristotle’s
conception of place, but also of the idea of an extra-cosmic void) we only
know Strato’s tenets, not his arguments. However, the evidence leaves no
doubt that he accepted the main rival conception rejected by Aristotle and re-
fused to follow Aristotle’s own theory of place.

6 Xenarchus of Seleucia, Cleomedes,
Alexander of Aphrodisias

In the late Hellenistic period, when Stoic cosmology had gained a certain dom-
inance, Aristotelians had to take their stand vis-à-vis the Stoic conception of

�� This is the position defended by Hero of Alexandria (Pneum. p. 28, 9–11 Schmidt: �τι κεν�ν
��ν �θρουν ο�κ �στι κατ� φύσιν βίας τιν�ς �� παρεισελθούσης), in a passage which is usually
taken to be heavily dependent on Strato (it has been included as fr. 30b in the edition of
Sharples).
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space, and of the extra-cosmic void in particular. In principle they could do this
on the basis of the arguments offered by Aristotle in chapters 6 to 9 of Physics 4
and at the end of the first book of the On the Heavens. In Phys. 4, 6–9 Aristotle
offers a range of arguments to show that the void does not and cannot exist.
Some of these arguments simply conceptualize the void as an independent
three-dimensional extension, so that there is some overlap between this discus-
sion and the critique of the conception of place as extension in the first sections
of Phys. 4. For our purpose the most relevant arguments are two that concern the
ontology of such an extension (whether occupied or empty):
(1) There is basically only one type of extension, and that is the extension of

substances (cf. 216b9– 10: “what will be the difference between the body
of the cube and the void and place which are equal to it?”)

(2) Places (on the basis of Aristotle’s own theory, that is) are always the places
of emplaced substances (cf. 216a23–26: “Some people think that without a
void, separated off in its own right, there could be no change of place. But
this is no different from claiming that there is such a thing as place in iso-
lation from what occupies it, and I have already argued that this is impossi-
ble”).

So the conception of the void used (and rejected) by Aristotle is basically the
conception of place as an independent three-dimensional extension. And in
fact, once conceived as independent, such an extension can also be conceived
as empty, i.e. as void. The first of the arguments just quoted argues against
this conception by claiming that extension is always the extension of some sub-
stance, the second makes a similar claim for places: they are always the places of
something. This means that places and emplaced bodies are actually correlatives:
just as every body is in a place, so every place is the place of a particular body. It
is clear from our examination of Strato that he rejected argument (1) in so far as
he was prepared to accord ontological priority to space; but we may presume
that he also rejected (2). After all, he did not regard an empty place as a concep-
tual impossibility, even if he also maintained that the cosmos is as a matter of
fact structured in such a way that such an empty place will not naturally
occur. In the case of the first century BC Peripatetic Xenarchus of Seleucia, how-
ever, we have evidence of an explicit rejection of (2).

According to his pupil Strabo, the Peripatetic Xenarchus of Seleucia taught
in Alexandria, Athens and, finally, Rome, and was befriended by Arius (probably
Arius Didymus) and by the emperor Augustus.✏Z In his commentary on Aristotle’s

�� Cf. Strabo 14, 5, 4.
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On the Heavens Simplicius provides us with a whole list of arguments from Xe-
narchus’ work On the Fifth Substance in which he criticized Aristotle’s claims
(Cael. 1, 2) concerning the existence of a fifth element with a circular natural
motion.✏V These arguments show that he was prepared to dissent from Aristotle
on crucial points. Elsewhere in the same commentary Simplicius quotes
Alexander of Aphrodisias reporting an equally heterodox argument of Xenarchus
concerning the void (possibly, but not necessarily, also deriving from On the Fifth
Substance). It concerns Aristotle’s argument that there neither is nor can be void,
space or time beyond the heavens (Cael. 1, 9, 279a12– 18).

The relevant passage in Simplicius (Cael. 285, 27–286, 15 Heiberg) shows
that Alexander quoted it as a possible counterargument in the context of his
own polemical discussion of the Stoic conception of an extra-cosmic void,
which adduced three arguments:
(1) the existence of an infinite void implies the existence of an infinite body

which can fill up this void, which, even on the Stoics’ own presuppositions,
is absurd;

(2) why wouldn’t the cosmos move through such a void rather than be stable?
(3) the cosmos could move in all directions at once and hence be dispersed into

the void; god, qua fire, could not keep it together.

Arguments (2) and (3), which deal with the alleged cosmological consequences
of the existence of an extra-cosmic void, are clearly polemical and ad hominem
against the Stoics, for they disregard Aristotle’s own point that void would ac-
tually preclude motion (Phys. 4, 214b28–33). Argument (1) is the interesting
one in the context of our present investigation, for it regards the nature of the
void and the way it relates to body. Moreover, unlike arguments (2) and (3), it
takes its cue from Aristotle, namely from a passage in the first book of On the
Heavens:

It is obvious that there is neither place, nor void, nor time outside the heavens, since it has
been demonstrated that there neither is, nor can be body there (Arist. Cael. 1, 279a16– 18).

This Aristotelian argument (implicitly) presents body and void as correlatives,
and Alexander follows suit. He gives an additional anti-Stoic twist to it by focus-
ing on the presumed infinity of such a supposed extra-cosmic void:

Alexander says […] that if the void is infinite, as Chrysippus claims, and if they say the void
is that extension which,while being capable of containing a body, does not actually contain

�� On the preserved fragments from Against the Fifth Substance, see Kupreeva 2009, 151–156.
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it, and if it is necessary in the case of relatives that if the one exists, the other exists as well,
it follows that if there is that which can contain, there is, or can be, also that which can be
contained. However they themselves say that there is no body that can be contained by the
infinite void, and indeed such a body does not exist. Therefore that which can contain it
does not exist either (Simp. Cael. 285, 27–286, 2).

Cleomedes,who wrote his Stoicizing cosmology in the first or second century AD,
shows us that the Stoics were aware of Peripatetic criticisms of this kind and that
they responded to them. He records versions of all three arguments.✏X He also
gives us the Stoic responses. His responses to (2) and (3) need not concern us
here.✏↵ Against argument (1), that void (as container) and body (as contained)
are correlatives, he claims that “vessel of a body” (�γγε�ον σώ�ατος) may be
taken in two ways: as ‘the container of the contained’ (in which case, we may
add, we are indeed dealing with correlatives) and as ‘that which can contain’,
which may, as a matter of fact be empty.✏� He addresses the issue of infinity in
a separate argument: void and the cosmic body are not only not correlatives,
but the one is by its own nature (or rather: in its own conception (�πίνοια)) in-
finite and the other by its own nature finite; moreover, he claims (now arguing
from a strictly Stoic point of view), there cannot exist a hexis which keeps an in-
finite body together (so we do have an argument against the conception of an
infinite body, whereas we do not have such an argument against the conception
of an infinite void).✏�

Back to Alexander. Immediately after the passage just quoted he inserts a
counter-argument by Xenarchus of Seleucia which is comparable to, though
also slightly different from, the first half of this Stoic defence offered by
Cleomedes,✏✏ thus showing that this kind of debate between Peripatetics and
Stoics was already going on in the first century BC:

Xenarchus changed ‘that which can contain’ (τ� ο�όν τε δέξασθαι) into ‘the container’ (τ�
δεκτικόν), thus trying to solve the problem arising for this position in virtue of the relativity

�� In view of some slight differences between the way the arguments are presented in Al-
exander and Cleomedes, I do not think that it was Alexander’s text to which Cleomedes replied;
see Algra 2000, 171–172. On the date of Cleomedes, see Bowen / Todd 2004, 2–4; and Algra
2000, 165– 168.
�� They are, briefly, that the cosmos does not move, because it exclusively has its own centre as
‘down’ and hence as the focus of motion; and that the cosmos does not disperse, because it is
held together by its own hexis, whereas the void is inert. Fuller discussion of the arguments and
parallels in Algra 1988.
�� Cleom. Cael. 1, 1, 81–88 Todd.
�� Ibid., 1, 104–111 Todd.
�� The passage paraphrased by Alexander does not address the issue of infinity.
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〈of the concepts〉. However, this change did not really help. For the ‘container’ is nothing
else but ‘that which can contain’, and as such it remains a relative (Simp. Cael. 286, 2–6).

It is unfortunate that we do not have more information about the context in
which Xenarchus’ argument was embedded. It is clear, however, that by distin-
guishing between (a) the void as what can contain a body, in the sense that,
given the nature of things, it may in fact at some point contain a body, and
(b) the void as simply in its own nature capable of receiving a body, even if it
never will, Xenarchus rejected Aristotle’s conception of place and body as corre-
latives and thus defused this particular Peripatetic argument against the Stoic
position.

Paul Moraux made the stronger claim that Xenarchus even tried to defend
the Chrysippean conception of an infinite extra-cosmic void.✏⇣ It is true that
the formula which Xenarchus corrects in the above passage – “that which can
contain” (τ� ο�όν τε δέξασθαι) – resembles the Wortlaut of the preserved Stoic
(Chrysippean) definition of place and void (which speak of τ� ο�όν τε κατέχεσθαι
�π� �ντος),✏⌘ and has no counterpart in the ninth chapter of the first book of Ar-
istotle’s On the Heavens. But even if we are dealing with a conscious adaptation,
this does not in itself show the extent of Xenarchus’ commitment to the Chrys-
ippean view. For all we know, he may merely have wanted to show that the argu-
ments of contemporary Aristotelians, who based themselves on Arist. Cael. 1, 9,
were unsuccessful against the Chrysippean conception of the void, in that they
failed to show that such a void was inconceivable. True, his conviction that an
independent extra-cosmic extension is conceivable means that he must have re-
mained unconvinced by Aristotle’s arguments against the conception of place as
extension and that it is extremely unlikely that he was committed to Aristotle’s
own conception of place. But we still cannot exclude the possibility that he him-
self subscribed to the Stratonian conception of a finite space. After all, although
other fragments do indeed show traces of Stoicizing tendencies in Xenarchus’
work,⇣ there is no reason to assume that he accepted the idea of a periodical
conflagration, which for the Stoics was the physical raison d’être of the extra-cos-
mic void. On the other hand, he may not have needed such physical or cosmo-
logical arguments. He may have gone beyond Strato in taking the full conse-
quences of the rejection of the correlativity of body and void, and in accepting
the type of argument provided by Cleomedes, according to which space or void,

�� Moraux 1973, 202.
�� See Algra 2002 for the origins and interconnection of the preserved Stoic definitions of place,
space and void.
�� On which see Moraux 1973, 210–212.
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once conceived as independent, is in its own nature (or in its own conception)
infinite. However this may be, in the context of our present survey the interesting
thing is that the evidence on Xenarchus offers us a second example, next to Stra-
to, of a straightforwardly heterodox conception of place within the Hellenistic
Peripatos.

7 Sextus Empiricus and Hellenistic discussions of
place

We may take the evidence on Xenarchus, and the arguments of Alexander and
Cleomedes as signs of a growing polemical interaction between the Peripatos
and the Stoics, starting from the renaissance of Aristotelian philosophy in the
first century BC, when the main texts of the corpus Aristotelicum became widely
available again.⇣Z Two aspects of this interaction seem to be noteworthy, al-
though the fragmentary nature of our sources sets severe limits to the security
of our conclusions.

First of all, the interaction appears to be late: there are no signs that the
early Peripatetics – Eudemus, Theophrastus, Strato – reacted to the Stoic con-
ceptions of place, space or void. This is not surprising. When Strato became
scholarch in the early eighties of the third century, Chrysippus was still to be
born. And it was arguably Chrysippus who worked out the Stoic theory of
space in all its details.⇣V Conversely, there are no signs that Chrysippus knew
or reacted to Aristotle’ theory of place, and in general the evidence suggests
that by the mid third century Aristotle’s physical works were no longer widely
known and studied. Chrysippus appears to have been a lively polemicist, but
he appears to have directed his arrows primarily at what was by now becoming
the most important rival school: the Garden.⇣X

Secondly, it also appears that the interaction was rather one-sided.We have
evidence of Peripatetic attacks of the Stoic position in the fragments of Xe-
narchus and Alexander, and in the treatise of Cleomedes. On the Stoic side we
only find Cleomedes’ reaction to these attacks; no evidence of original anti-Aris-
totelian polemics. Of course this general picture may in principle be merely an

�� For the present purpose I suspend judgement on the supposed role of the ‘edition’ of
Andronicus in this renaissance; for a sceptical examination of the evidence see Barnes 1997.
�� For the evidence see Algra 2002, 175.
�� On Chrysippus’ polemics against the Epicurean conception of the void cf. Plu. Stoic.
rep. 1054e.
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artefact of the lacunose transmission of the primary evidence. But it may also
have something to do with the fact that the Aristotelians now had texts like
the Physics and the De Caelo at their disposal, in which Aristotle himself had ar-
gued against the most important rival conception of place as an independent ex-
tension, whereas the Stoics could find no similar anti-Aristotelian ammunition in
the works of their own founding fathers.

This general picture appears to be confirmed by the evidence from Sextus
Empiricus. In the partly parallel chapters devoted to the subject of place in PH
3, 119– 135 and M 10, 1–36 he presents arguments against the two main concep-
tions of place that were around at the time: the Stoic view of place (topos) as a
three-dimensional container (hypodektikos), and the Aristotelian view of place as
a surrounding surface (periektikos).⇣↵ One might perhaps expect him to use Stoic
arguments against the Peripatetics and vice versa, but this is not what we en-
counter. His proximate source or sources are probably collections of arguments
put together by earlier sceptics: at M 10, 20 the anti-Stoic arguments are intro-
duced as “coming from the sceptical tradition” (τ� �π� τ�ς σκέψεως). But his
ultimate sources for both the critique of the Stoic conception and the critique
of its Aristotelian counterpart appear to belong to the Aristotelian tradition.

In the account of PH 3 we find the arguments against the Stoic conception of
place as a three-dimensional container at PH 3, 124– 130. They revolve around
the alleged impossibility of conceiving a diastēma – the central term in the
Stoic definitions of spatial concepts – independent of the dimensions of the em-
placed body: “how do they conceive of it as an extension?” (π�ς κα� λέγουσιν
α�τ�ν ε�ναι διάστη�α, 3,125). Three arguments are given.

According to the first argument (3, 125– 126), the word diastēma (‘extension’)
must refer either to just one dimension or to the three of them (α� τρε�ς δια-
στάσεις). In the former case place will not be equal to the emplaced body; more-
over, place will, absurdly, be part of the emplaced. In the latter case we must
conclude that, since there is no void space available in the place at issue (for
qua place it is occupied) nor any body other than the body occupying the
place, there is only the emplaced body with its three dimensions (and additional
‘resistance’ or antitypia). This means that the body (the only three-dimensionally
extended entity available) will be its own place. This argument of course ignores
the fact that for the Stoics “that which is capable of being occupied by body” (τ�
ο�όν τε �π� σώ�ατος κατέχεσθαι) – i.e. the formula which constitutes the com-

�� Unlike the account in PH 3, the account of place inM 10 also discusses the views of Epicurus
(M 10, 1–5) but it is clear that Stoics and Epicureans are taken together as representatives of the
same type of conception of place (viz. as hypodektikos). See Algra 2014.
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mon denominator of topos, chōra and kenon – was conceived as independent of
the emplaced body.⇣�

The second argument (3, 127– 128) is based on the assumption that the di-
mensions cannot be twofold (�πε� διπλα� α� διαστάσεις ο� θεωρο�νται), i.e.
that we cannot have two overlapping ‘sets’ of three dimensions. As a result, ei-
ther the dimensions of the body or those of place or the void (with which place is
here identified for the sake of the argument) will turn out to be non-existent, or
else the two will coincide, and body will be void. Both conclusions are absurd,
so there is no separate dimension of place (τόπου διάστασις), hence no place.

The third argument (3, 129) starts out from the definition of the void as “that
which can receive body”, arguing that on the approach of body void must either
remain (in which case void and plenum are the same), or move away, or perish
(in the latter two cases void will be body, for the capacities to move and to perish
are typical of bodies). All three possibilities are said to be untenable, although
we may note that the Stoics would have no problem with opting for the first pos-
sibility. For precisely qua “that which can receive body”, the void will remain
what it is, also when occupied by body, although it will no longer be labelled
‘void’.

These criticisms of the Stoic position are presented as traditional, or at least
as shared by others.⇣� As noted above, the sceptical tradition may have been
their proximate source. Ultimately, however, they appear to be of Peripatetic ori-
gin. In the end they all revolve around the supposed inconceivability of an inde-
pendent three-dimensional diastēma. In this respect they appear to go back to
Aristotle’s discussion and rejection of the conception of place as a three-dimen-
sional extension in Phys. 4. In Sextus’ first two arguments we find the traces of
Aristotle’s argument that “what is in between a place is whatever body it may be,
but not the extension of a body” (σ��α γ�ρ τ� �εταξ� το� τόπου, �λλ� ο� διάστη-
�α σώ�ατος, Phys. 4, 212b26–27), and of his assumption that “if there are two
such things, why shouldn’t there be an infinity of them in the same spot?”
(κα� ε� δύο τοια�τα, δι� τί ο� κα� �ποσαο�ν �ν τ� α�τ� �σται, 216b10–11), so
that “there will be many places together” (πολλο� τόποι ��α �σονται, 211b24).
But also the third argument provided by Sextus, claiming that the void should

�� Note that it also polemically exploits the Stoic definition of body as “what has three di-
mensions plus resistance” (τ� τριχ� διάστατον �ετ� �ντιτυπίας, Gal. Qual. incorp. 10 = SVF 2,
381), as if that formula meant that antitypia is just an accident to the underlying “substance
constituted by the three dimensions” (� δ� συ�βεβηκέναι λέγεται τα�ς διαστάσεσιν τα�ς
προηρη�έναις, PH 3, 126).
�� Cf. PH 3, 125: λέγεται ο�ν �τι κτλ.; and 3, 131: τα�τα ��ν ο�ν κα� �τι πλείω πρ�ς τ�ν στάσιν
τ�ν Στωικ�ν περ� τόπου λέγεται.
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either remain, or move away or perish at the approach of a body can to some ex-
tent be traced back to Aristotle: at Phys. 4, 216a26 ff. the option of a moving void
is rejected whereas the option of a remaining void runs up against the difficulty
of how to distinguish its dimensions from the dimensions of the occupying body.

The anti-Stoic arguments offered in the parallel section in M 10, 19–23 are
comparable in nature and need not detain us further here. Instead, we may
turn to the anti-Peripatetic arguments as offered in PH 3, 131– 133 and M 10,
24–36. It is striking that, whereas the arguments against the Stoics are written
from a non-Stoic perspective, i.e. from the point of view of an Aristotelian ontol-
ogy, the anti-Peripatetic arguments focus on difficulties within Aristotle’s theory
itself. Indeed we encounter three of the difficulties that had been identified by
Eudemus and Theophrastus.

We may note, to begin with, that the arguments against the Peripatetic con-
ception of place offered at PH 3, 131– 133 revolve around the fact that this place is
ontologically dependent on there being both an emplaced body and a surround-
ing body, which means that such a place cannot be conceived of as pre-existing,
and hence can play no role in the description of locomotion. A first argument
(quoted above, in section 3 of this paper) claims that,when conceived in advance
as the final destination of a particular moving body, such a place would neces-
sarily both be (i.e. as a pre-existent place awaiting the body which is to fill it)
and not be (i.e. because it does not exist as a surrounding surface prior to the
advent of the body) at the same time. A second argument claims that if such a
place exists, it must be either created or uncreated; yet both possibilities turn
out to be inconceivable, given the specific requirement that place should some-
how be moulded around the emplaced body. Hence it cannot exist. As suggested
in section 3 of this paper, this problem was already signalled by Eudemus.

Furthermore, M 10, 24–36 offers us two other arguments that appear to go
back to the discussions within the early Peripatos. At M 10, 24 Sextus claims
that place as a surrounding limit would have to be either corporeal or incorpo-
real, but that both options lead to difficulties – the former because place would
be a body and hence itself in place, the latter because place would then turn out
to be a surface (�σται �κάστου σώ�ατος τόπος �πιφάνεια). This, Sextus adds, is
absurd, since a surface is not dimensionally equal to the emplaced body – an
objection which appears to have been raised by Theophrastus as well, in
fr. 146 FHSG. And at M 10, 35–36 Sextus points to the absurd consequence
that on the Aristotelian view the heavens are not in a surrounding place –
which he glosses by saying that they are, absurdly, “in themselves”, or that
they are their own place. As we saw, also this problem of the emplacement of
the heavens was taken up by Theophrastus in fr. 146 FHSG.
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The sceptical nature of the proximate sources used by Sextus shows itself in
the often typically dilemmatic surface structure of the arguments (“if place ex-
ists, it must be either corporeal or incorporeal etc.”). But the underlying philo-
sophical arguments appear to be mainly Peripatetic in origin, and this may be
taken to emphasize that the philosophical debate between Aristotelians and Sto-
ics on place in the late Hellenistic and early Imperial period was largely deter-
mined by the Peripatetics and by their exploration of the arguments in Aristotle’s
Physics and On the Heavens. The arguments directed against Aristotle’s own con-
ception of place, on the other hand, also show that some of the problems and
objections concerning Aristotle’s conception of place, as they had been con-
ceived within the early Hellenistic Peripatos, were still around in the first two
centuries AD, presumably also within the Aristotelian tradition itself, and that
they had as yet not lost their force.

8 Conclusions

There is clearly a lot that we do not know about the early Hellenistic discussions
of Aristotle’s theory of place: to what extent precisely was Theophrastus commit-
ted to Aristotle’s theory and how seriously did he think his aporiai compromised
Aristotle’s position? What were Strato’s reasons for rejecting Aristotle’s theory?
However, the evidence does provide us with sufficient indications, first, that Ar-
istotle’s theory was thought to contain some serious weaknesses; secondly, that
Eudemus (to a lesser extent) and Theophrastus (to a greater extent) were respon-
sive to these weaknesses; and thirdly, that Strato and Xenarchus defended a dif-
ferent theory altogether. I do not think that Morison’s ingenious interpretation of
Aristotle and his equally ingenious new interpretation of the evidence on Theo-
phrastus give us strong reasons to change this picture of the early Peripatetic re-
ception of Aristotle’s theory. In fact, for all we can see, Morison’s interpretation
finds no support in the (admittedly: scanty) evidence on Aristotle’s earliest fol-
lowers.

These early discussions influenced the later tradition in so far as they were
transmitted by people like Alexander of Aphrodisias and taken up again in the
large commentaries of Simplicius and Philoponus. There are two strands visible
within this tradition. The orthodox followers of Aristotle such as Eudemus and
Alexander, and the sources of the anti-Stoic arguments in Cleomedes and Sextus
accepted Aristotle’s ontological claim that there is only one type of extension in
the physical world, viz. the extension of substances, and they stuck to he prin-
ciple of the correlativity of body and place. In doing so the later Hellenistic Peri-
patetics came up with arguments against the Stoic conception of place and void
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which were ineffective in so far as they disregarded the fact that the Stoics were
committed to a different ontology which allowed them to posit space as a self-
subsistent incorporeal and to deny the correlativity of body and void. At the
same time these orthodox Peripatetics had to discuss, and find their way around,
the kind of problems inherent in Aristotle’s theory of place that had been signal-
led by Eudemus and Theophrastus.We find traces of both their anti-Stoic attacks
and their internal discussion of Aristotle’s theory in Sextus’ sceptical discussion
of place in PH 3 and M 10.

The other strand – the minority one – starts with Strato, continues with Xe-
narchus and may arguably be said to lead up to Philoponus’ conception of space
as defended in his Corollary on Place. These philosophers had to posit the onto-
logical independence of place or space, as Strato explicitly did, and to reject the
correlativity of body and place, as was explicitly done by Xenarchus in his de-
fence of the possibility of an extra-cosmic void. As a physical theory of place
this theory was much more effective than its orthodox Aristotelian counterpart
and it managed to steer free of all the problems raised for Aristotle’s theory
by Theophrastus and others. The drawback was that for Aristotelians it remained
unclear what then the ontological status of this supposedly absolute space had
to be. Philoponus makes clear that, faced with this dilemma, we have to opt for
the physically preferable option and be prepared to revise our ontology in any
way that is necessary. But the majority of ancient Aristotelians made the oppo-
site choice, sticking to the Aristotelian substance ontology and being thus pre-
pared to live with a physically less than perfect theory of place.
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