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Abstract
The philosopher Plutarch, recalling the life of the Greek hero Theseus, proposed an

anecdote. What if during his voyage home, the ship in which Theseus sailed suffered
progressive damage and wear, and the crew of the ship replaced each time the part that got
damaged. And if the damage was so extensive that by the time it reached Athens, virtually all
parts of the ship have been replaced. This begged the question Is that the same ship that left
Crete?

A millennium later, in his work De Corpore, Thomas Hobbes expanded Plutarch's
anecdote further. Assuming that someone followed the ship, collecting all of the original
parts, and eventually reassembled the ship. Which of these two is now the original ship? Are
they both the same ship with the new one an extension of the old? Or none of them, for there
was never a real ship to begin with?

If we consider Hume’s theory of identity, that all we are is a bundle of thoughts, beliefs
and experiences that we acquire from, and give back to, the world, this modularity we can
apply to the human mind. As modern technologies become more advanced, we find new ways
to store parts of ourselves outside of us. Thoughts that we write down, memories that we
capture in pictures, or even going so far as saving backups of our minds on hard drives.
Where is then the limit of one’s self, when we augment ourselves with technology? Can we
consider devices like our cell phones as (natural) adaptations to our new environments’
demands? And, if we live in our modern, permanently connected world, is there any place left
for individuality? How far are we from becoming a gestalt conscience that combines the sum
knowledge of all humans, living, and dead?
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A recount of the paradox as debated by the ancients

For as long as fear could be felt, there was no step in the history of humankind
that did not ebb this fear. Yet it relentlessly dogged us throughout the ages. For every
new discovery that brought a faint, but warm, glow of light into the darkness that is
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our understanding, there was a reaction from said darkness to swallow us whole again
in the cold grasp of our ignorance. There was never an action without a reaction.

We sought to conquer nature inasmuch as we have sought to conquer ourselves.
Moreover, for every battle we have won against those external forces of nature that
would have seen us dead, another such battle had to be won against our inner selves.
Technological progress most often comes with a psychological and sociological price.
We fear change as we fear fear itself.

We recall the wisdom of the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus who said that
change is the only constant in this life, and in this universe. Much sadness and awe did
this bring onto old Parmenides’ brow, for he proposed, as Plato later will, that there is
a being, an existence of things, that never suffers change.1 The universe for him was
perfect, thus finite, and perfectly ordained by a superior reason, a logos, one that the
Abrahamic religions will later attribute to their God. And in this perfection, change as
we mortals see it was considered imperfection, and thus it had no reasonable place in
this universe.2 But Heraclitus also tells us that although everything is in motion, the
universe is perfectly balanced by strife, as the back of a bow with its string attached,
holds into place by the tension of two forces that otherwise would break it apart. This
state of perfect equilibrium for him could not be achieved without a state of perfect
chaos. What we now call in a thermodynamic system the state of maximum entropy.

This impermanence Plato later presents from the mouth of Cratylos who says
that everything moves, and that nothing remains the same, and more famously, going
beyond his master’s doctrine, that one cannot bathe twice in the waters of the same
river. Heraclitus called this principle panta rhei, that everything flows. Plato himself
uses choros, the concept that everything changes place.3

But we know that Plato rejected this impermanence. He thought, how can one
thing be real, and true, if everything that that thing is, and everything that we know
about it is, and will be, subjected to change? There must be something in the being of
a thing that most certainly is unchanging, an essence of sorts.

Plato’s solution was simple, you split the world into two dimensions. A
dimension of ideas and a separate dimension for material things. An idea was thus the
immortal, perfect, unchanging essence of a thing, that acts like an imaginary prototype
for said material counterpart.4 Thus for a chair to take shape, a carpenter must first

1 Plato, “Parmenides,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 9 trans. Harold N. Fowler (Cambridge, MA,
Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1925), 138.

2 Plato, “Republic,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, vols. 5 & 6, trans. Paul Shorey (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1969), 7.511-520.

3 Plato, “Cratylus,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 12 trans. Harold N. Fowler (Cambridge, MA,
Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1921), 402-404.

4 Plato, “Symposium,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 9, 207-208.
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have the idea of a chair in his mind. And where does the carpenter acquire this idea
form? Well, from an already existing chair of course. And how does the carpenter
acquire it? Through his senses. Then, using Aristotle’s words, the process of building
a new chair involves taking an already existing object, that has a material identity of
its own, wood, and changing its formal and final causes. In fact, we are overwriting an
object’s identity with another’s. Wood does not naturally become a chair, and chairs
do not exist on their own, they require an intelligence to build them and a mind in
which the ulterior derived idea of a chair to be stored.5

We see that Plato’s reasoning here is flawed. He proposes that ideas live in a
world of their own and that the human mind either accidentally stumbles upon them,
thus making an unwanted, but fortunate discovery, or reaches them through will and
contemplation, what today we might call systematic research. Yet Heraclitus responds
to this by telling us that we are wrong in thinking that the chair is the final cause for
wood. That ash might be its final form, if unfortunately said chair was to catch fire.

What we have here is in fact a very complicated and layered dilemma of
identity, whose origin we see dates from Antiquity and which until now has failed to
produce a definitive answer. As I have presented earlier both Heraclitus and Plato
argue in an unescapable paradox. How can something change and still remain the
same? If it ultimately changes, what happens to its identity? For modern philosophy,
this is known as the paradox of Theseus’ ship.

There are many versions of this story, but the core idea remains the same. It was
first presented by Plutarch in his Parallel Lives, and has been debated for millennia by
philosophers, one of whom, Thomas Hobbes, I shall invoke, but later.

The story goes on like this. That Theseus, the young Greek hero, the one who
defeated the Minotaur in his Labyrinth in the Isle of Crete, had a ship. That ship
Theseus used to voyage from his home in Athens to Crete, and back home again.
Whether during the journey, or after returning home, Theseus’ ship suffered extensive
damage. Skilled carpenters progressively replaced the damaged parts with new ones,
eventually replacing all the original ship’s parts. Another version of this story tells us
that the original wooden parts of the ship were completely replaced by more durable,
metal ones, thus making the distinction between the two even starker.6

5 Aristotle, The Organon, trans. Harold P. Cooke and Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Univiversity Press, 1955), 1.1-15; Aristotle, “Metaphysics,” in Aristotle in 23 Volumes, vols. 17 & 18,
trans. Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 5.1013.

6 Plutarch, “Theseus,” in Plutarch’s Lives, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1919), 1.1-2
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Hobbes and the paradox of the Second Ship

In Early Modern times, the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes preoccupied
himself with this problem and expanded the paradox even further in his work De
Corpore. What if, he said, the carpenters that repaired the boat kept all the original
parts? And what if, someone, sometime later, decided to reassemble the original ship?
So now we have not one, but two actual ships. Hobbes’ question is the same as the
ancients’, only that now we have both a problem of identity, between the initial ship
and the repaired one but also a problem of originality, between the repaired ship and
the reconstructed one. We have one ship that preserves the essence of Theseus’ ship,
but not its material, and one that preserves its material, but not its essence.7

To begin trying to solve this paradox we must analyze how the ship got to be,
and what defined its identity in the first place. We should start by saying that it was
designed by a certain Athenian shipbuilder, who most certainly was, given the
importance of his task, an experienced one. And being an experienced shipbuilder,
many other ships have been designed and built by his hand. So the Platonic idea
behind Theseus’ ship might have been shared between these ships because the mind
that contained it most certainly made use of it.

Secondly, the materials the ship was built from must have been local, plentiful
and readily available, for the ship was built very quickly. So other ships could've been
sharing these materials with our ship as well, thus multiple ships having the same
material cause. Wood from the same trunk, iron from the same ore, conversely. If we
take into account the story where the wooden ship is replaced with a metal one, the
ship doesn’t share the same material identity even with itself. And what if, in repairing
the ship, the builders used nails, or rope different from the original? What if, not
recalling the shape of an original piece, or trying to improve it, they did not respect the
original design?

Thirdly, the reason why the ship was built, so as to transport the young
Athenians to King Minos’ Labyrinth, was shared with at least more than one vessel.
For Theseus’ was the last of a series that had, at least one precedent, for we know, the
sacrifice to the minotaur happened at least one more time.

And lastly the ship’s crew. The only thing that made Theseus’ ship truly unique
was the composition of its crew. For nowhere else do we see it assembled in this
format.

We see that we cannot derive a sufficient argumentation for defining the ship’s
identity neither by invoking Plato’s idea, nor neither by comparing Aristotle’s causes.

7 Thomas Hobbes, “De Corpore,” in The English Works of Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury, vol. I, ed.
Sir William Molesworth (London: John Bohn, 1840), 132-138.
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Yet we only have a finite number of answers we can give. Either the first ship is
Theseus’s ship, the second one is, both of them are, or none of them is.

Hobbes tries to give an answer to this problem in De Mundo Examined where he
says the following, that if some part of the first material has been removed or another
part has been added, that ship will be another being, or another body altogether. For,
there cannot be the same body whose parts are not all the same, because all a body’s
parts, taken collectively, are the same as the whole.8

We see that in his reasoning Hobbes applies a principle of transitivity. The ship
of Theseus is equal to the sum of its parts, of its original parts. If we replace but one of
these parts, the ship in question is no longer our original ship, but another, closely
resembling it, but not identical. So by this account we should consider the second ship
the original one, for it has all the pieces of the original ship, and thus it has a direct
claim of identity between the two. But, as we know from Plutarch’s story, the people
of Athens still regarded the repaired ship as Theseus’. Albeit they did not have
Hobbes’ continuation.

Hobbes himself, just a paragraph later, gives us another, wholly different
answer. He says that: if one asks whether a man is, when old and young, the same
being, or matter, it is clear that, because of the continual casting of existing body-
tissue and the acquisition of new one, it is not the same material that endures, and
hence not the same body, yet, because of the unbroken nature of the flux by which
matter decays and is replaced, he is always the same man.9

So by this second account, the first one is the original, and the only real ship.
For the second one we know, was damaged, and thus it was no longer a functioning
ship.

But we see here in Hobbes’ account an idea of continuation. That our ship’s
identity has persistence through time because of the graduality of the repair process. If
the builders were to bring a different, completely new ship, to replace the old one,
then it would’ve been obvious for everyone that the second ship was a very different
one. But because the process was a very long one, lasting for centuries, the line
between the two was heavily blurred.

Sadly, in reality we face the unforgiving touch of decay. And this experiment
can only be performed in thought. The reason why the pieces have been replaced in
the first place was that they were expired, rotten, rendered unusable. Hobbes’
continuation has sense only if the ship was upgraded, say from wood to iron or brass,

8 Thomas Hobbes, De mundo examined, trans. Harold Whitmore Jones (London: Bradford University
Press, 1976), 140-142.

9 Hobbes, „De Corpore,” 132-138; Plato, “Symposium,” in Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 9, 207-208.




