
The Ship of Theseus

Summary

Theseus sails in a ship. Along the way the ship is repaired by replacing components (planks etc.) one by
one until the entire ship has been replaced. Is it now the same ship? Additional variant: Scavengers follow
Theseus and acquire every castoff ship's part, which they then assemble into a complete ship. Which ship is
now the "real" ship?

Variants of this story include "Grandfather's Axe," "George Washington's axe," and "Locke's Socks."

The Story (version 1)

The story of Theseus and his ship is recorded by Plutarch:

The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned had thirty oars, and was preserved
by the Athenians down even to the time of Demetrius Phalereus, for they took away the old
planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger timber in their place, insomuch that this
ship became a standing example among the philosophers, for the logical question of things that
grow; one side holding that the ship remained the same, and the other contending that it was
not the same.

Plutarch, Theseus

The Story (version 2) (part one)

Once upon a time, long, long ago, in the days of the ancient Greeks, there lived a great sailor and
adventurer named Theseus. He had a ship that he named Ataraxia. Theseus and his crew sailed Ataraxia
great distances to many different places and had many adventures there. Because they traveled far away
from home, to unknown seas and lands, they brought good tools and a ship's carpenter, who could fix
anything on the ship.

Theseus was a very good captain and liked to keep a very good ship. So he did not wait until something
broke or wore out before fixing it. Theseus' ship was truly "ship-shape." When some part of the ship started
to get even just a little bit worn, even though it was still pretty good, and though other captains would
think "this part's just fine - it's perfectly usable," the ship's carpenter would replace it, using wood from
lands they visited. In the course of their long voyage, the ship's carpenter ended up replacing first one
ship's plank, then another, then more and more of them as time went on. Each time the crew just threw
the old part overboard since they no longer needed it. By the time the voyage ended and they returned
home, every plank and beam in the entire ship, that is, every single part of it, had been replaced. The ship
Theseus docked was made up completely of replacement parts.

The Story (version 2) (part two)

Unknown to Theseus and his crew, a scavenger crew has been following Theseus' ship all the time. They
are doing this just because they know how high Theseus' standards are, and the the ship parts he throws
overboard, are actually in pretty good condition. Every time that Theseus' crew throws a part of the original
ship overboard, the scavengers collect it. As time goes on they build a complete ship using all the parts of
Theseus' original ship. When Theseus returns home and docks, the scavengers dock their ship right next to
Theseus'. Their ship is composed of precisely the parts that composed the ship Theseus started out in,
assembled in the exact same way.



Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

This story is about identity. Can "a thing" remain itself even though it changes? Is it a new thing after any
change, no matter how small? Does this mean that any change implies that the pre-change object (or
person) no longer exists?

Consider this philosophy group. Our purpose stays mostly the same; therefore, so do the things we do and
how we do them. But the makeup of the group changes as members quit and join. We generally say that
the group continues to exist, even after and if every participant in the group leaves it. But, if a group is
made up of its parts, like a mathematical set is made up of its elements, is this really true?

Similarly, consider Heraclitus and the river. Heraclitus is famous for saying "You can never step in the same
river twice," meaning, the river is ever-changing; its composition constantly changes. Therefore there is no
"same" river that persists from one moment to the next. But, is this true? We do speak of "the river" and
consider it to be the same river that it was a day or a year ago. Can an object persist through time,
endure, retain its identity, be "the same," despite changes?

Plato said about Heraclitus:

"Heraclitus, you know, says that everything moves on and that nothing is at rest; and,
comparing existing things to the flow of a river, he says that you could not step into the same
river twice" (Cratylus 402A).

But Heraclitus may actually have said something more like this:

"On those who enter the same rivers, ever different waters flow." (Barnes, Jonathan, Early
Greek Philosophy, Penguin, 1987)

Heraclitus' doctrine of flux says that everything is constantly changing, since no object retains all of its
component parts from one moment to the next.

A related doctrine or theory, which we could call the Component Theory of Identity or CTI, says that all of
an object's parts are essential to it, that is, if an object were to lose or gain even a single part, it would
cease to exist - it would no longer be the original object but would be replaced by a new and different one.
Sameness of all parts is a necessary condition of identity.

An alternative view, which we could call the theory of Spatio-Temporal Continuity or STC, is that an object
can survive a change of parts, so long as the change is gradual and the form or shape of the object is
preserved through the changes of its components or parts. A slightly more formal way of saying this: an
object x, existing at time t1, can be "numerically" identical to an object y, existing at time t2, even though it
is not compositionally identical (that is, x and y are not composed of exactly the same parts). Generally,
STC considers that a persisting object must trace a continuous path through space-time, which is
compatible with a change of parts, so long as the change is gradual and the form or shape of the object is
preserved despite the changes of its component materials.

Both theories, CTI and STC, are "intuitive" to some extent, but they don't gibe - contradictions and
unsatisfying conclusions arise, that the discussion questions are intended to surface.

Consider not assigning this story to the children to read, but rather telling it aloud, since it is short. In that
case, also consider:

First telling Story version two, part one
Discussing questions for philosophical discussion - set one
Doing the labeling exercise
Telling Story version two, part two
Discussing questions for philosophical discussion - sets two, three, and four



This story and associated questions may span multiple discussion sessions/meetings.

Warm-up Questions

1. Who was Theseus? (Don't be surprised if some children know completely different stories about
Theseus from other readings of Greek stories/myths.)

2. When did Theseus live?
3. How did they make ships back in that day? What did they make ships from, back in that day?
4. (Explain the word "shipwright" - meaning, a ship-maker, craftsperson.)
5. Would it be possible in that day for a shipwright to sail aboard a ship?

Questions for Philosophical Discussion - Set One

Suppose the following:

Let A = the ship Theseus started his voyage on.
Let B = the ship Theseus finished his voyage on.

1. When Theseus docks, after every part of the ship had been replaced, was it still the same ship, but
just changed? Is the same ship at all?

2. Does ship A = ship B? (Ask who agrees with this and take names/note who does)
3. Toward the beginning of the voyage, when the whole ship was still new, but after the first repair, in

which they replaced just one plank, was it the same ship?
4. At the very beginning of the voyage, suppose Theseus' ship scraped against a rock and scraped of a

piece of wood as big as a toothpick. Is it still the same ship?
5. Toward the end of the voyage, suppose the ship's carpenter had left just one original part in. Is that

enough to make ship A identical to ship B? If not, suppose he had left two, or three, or a few? Where
do you draw the line? At 50%?

6. Suppose that someone tried to sell you a bike, and told you it was a new bike because it consisted of
50% new parts (but 50% older, used parts). Would you agree that this was a new bike?

7. Theseus always said and felt like there was one ship. He never left it; he always called it "my ship" or
"Ataraxia." Is he right? Is ship B the same as ship A because Theseus owns it and says it is?

8. Does ship A = ship B because there was never more than one ship afloat at one time?
9. Does ship A = ship B because its name was always Ataraxia?

10. Suppose the prow of the ship has one plank on the starboard side that had the name Ataraxia burned
into it. Is the ship the same ship until that plank is replaced, but then it becomes a new ship?

11. What about if the plank is replaced but the carpenter doesn't burn the name Ataraxia into the board
right away?

12. Does ship A = ship B? (Again note who agrees with this and take names/note who does)

Labeling Exercise

Make post-it labels saying "A," "X," "N," and "T." (Don't use "A," "B," and "C" because children can
translate this into 1st, 2nd, and 3rd, and confuse things.)

Attach labels "A" and "X" to one child (say, a girl) and explain that you can now refer to her as "girl A" and
"girl X," and that this does not mean that she is two different girls. Then attach a label to another child and
ask if it is true that:

child A equals/is the same as child X,



child X equals/is the same as child N

Now take off the "A" and "X" labels and replace them with label "T." Now ask the children if

girl T is the same as girl A
girl T is the same as girl X

The goal is to get the children used to the idea that one object can have multiple labels. So when we start
talking about "ship A," "ship B," and "ship C" below, the kids don't think that just because there are three
labels, there are or were actually three ships.

Questions for Philosophical Discussion - Set Two

Suppose the following:

Let A and B be the ships as already named above.
Let C = the ship the scavenger crew built their voyage on.

1. Ship B and ship C are now docked side by side in Theseus' home port. Can they both be the same,
one, single individual ship?

(Now explain to the children that we are going to explore two different possibilities, or maybe three, if
someone believes that there can be two of the same one identical ship.)

A = C - We could say say that ship C is "really" the same as ship A because it is made up of exactly all the
parts of ship A, put together exactly the way. If this is true, then ship B is a different, separate ship that
was created out of new parts.

2. (Same question as before/above) Ask who agrees with this and take names/note who does.

Explain that there is a problem with this. It means that Theseus changed ships during the voyage. For he
ends up on B, which is clearly not identical to C. But Theseus never once got off his ship during its entire
voyage: Theseus got on board a ship (A), sailed a voyage during which he never got off the ship, and
arrived at his destination in a ship (B). He was on just one ship during the whole process, but if ship A =
ship C, then Theseus was on at least two different ships, since ship A isn't ship B.

3. Can this be true? Even if Theseus says it's false?
4. Could you say that Theseus was on more than two ships?
5. How many?

As many ships as there were repairs?
Infinitely many ships since the ship is constantly changing a little bit at a time?

6. Could you just say that nothing persists (that means, keeps existing) as time passes? That there are
no objects that also existed yesterday?

7. What about people? Did you exist yesterday?

A = B - We could say that ship B is "really" the same as ship A. If this is true, then ship C is a different,
separate ship that was created out of cast-off parts.

8. Theseus always said and felt like there was one ship. He never left it, and he always called it
"Ataraxia," or "my ship." Is he right? Is ship B the same as ship A because Theseus owns it and says
it is?

9. Suppose the shipwright is on board, who originally made the ship, and did all the repairs.
If the shipwright says "This is my ship" and Theseus also says "This is my ship," do they mean
the same thing?
Can they both be right?
Is ship B the same as ship A because the shipwright built it, repaired it, and says it is?
What if Theseus, the shipwright, and all the crew agree? Is ship B the same as ship A?



What if everyone in the entire world agrees; every single human? Is ship B the same as ship A?
10. Does ship A = ship B because there was never more than one ship afloat at one time, that Theseus

and his crew knew about?
11. Does the fact that ship C existed make any difference?
12. Does it make any difference whether Theseus knew about ship C or not?
13. Does ship A = ship B because its name was always Ataraxia?
14. Can there be two ships, both with the name Ataraxia?
15. If ship A = ship B, and if there are really two ships in port, then ship C is not really the same as ship

A even though it is made up of the very same parts put together in the very same way. Can this
really be true?

Explain that there is a problem with this. If we admit that ship B is not ship C (which we kind of have to do
since they are both berthed in docks next to one another), and if A = B, then ship A can't be the same as
ship C. So:

Even though every part of C is a part of A, put together in exactly the same way, A and C are two
different ships.
Even though A and B have no parts in common, at all, we are saying that A and B are the same ship.

15. Does this make sense?
16. Can we say that things do persist?
17. Could we say that A = B, that Theseus' ship persisted, because it kept on existing, through time?
18. Could we say that this is true even though parts were changed, because the change was gradual?

(Chart this on the wall) Like: the ship kept existing throughout, because at all times, it:

kept its same form, or shape
fulfilled its function, or could do so
you could point to it and say "there it is"

19. All all the parts of the above necessary? Could you change or eliminate one or more of them?
20. Think of this. Suppose the above is true. Now think of your bicycle. You take it all apart. Then you put

all of the pieces in different boxes and ship them separately across the country. Then somebody
opens all the boxes, unpacks all the parts, puts them all together. Is it still the same bicycle? Even
though it did not meet the above requirements?

21. Now think of this. Instead of being on a voyage, suppose that Theseus' ship (A) is in a museum. A a
clever ring of thieves is stealing the ship by removing its pieces one at a time and then reassembling
them. Each day, the thieves remove another piece, and replace it with a look-alike. When they have
removed all the original pieces, we are left with this situation. There is a ship, B, that is in the
museum (made of all new materials), and there is a ship, C, in the possession of the thieves (the
original pieces of A now reassembled). Which ship is A (Theseus's original ship)? Surely not B - it's just
a copy of A, left behind in the museum by the crooks to cover up their crime. It is C that will interest
the antique dealer who is interested in buying A, the original ship.

Question for Philosophical Discussion - Set Three

1. Could we just say (note: like Plato said that Heraclitus did) that there are no persistent objects at all?
2. Could we just say that what appear to be objects, are just the collection of their parts at that time?
3. "Identity" means "who you are." Could we say that you have no identity? Because there are no

persistent objects, and you are just a collection of your parts?
4. Are you the same person you were one year ago even though you have changed, grown up?
5. Could we say that you have no identity that persists because you are always changing?
6. Has your body has changed a lot?
7. Is your body the same body?
8. Is it still "your" body?
9. (Get a volunteer to be scratched. Explain that it won't hurt at all. Scratch very lightly.) Now that I

scratched you, there are some thousands of skin cells not part of your body any more. Are you still
the same person?



10. Suppose a prisoner is in jail for a bad crime that he really did do. He scratches himself and says "I'm
a different person now, not the same person who committed the crime - so you should let me out."
Should you?

11. Suppose that surgeons have perfected brain transplants, and they are perfectly safe, and easy, and
not scary at all. You decide it would be interesting to try it and swap your brain with someone else.
Who is "you?" If it's your brain in a different body, is that still "you?"

12. Suppose that scientists have invented the perfect teletransporter. In one one-thousandth of a second,
it scans your body, takes it all apart into molecules, and sends all the molecules across space (say, to
one of Jupiter's moons), puts them all back together again, and everything works perfectly. You still
have all your memories, you still think just the same. Is that still "you?"

13. Suppose instead of taking your body apart into molecules, the scientists still scan you, but leave your
original body alone. On Jupiter's moon they create a perfect copy of you (using other molecules) that
works perfectly, has all your memories, thinks just the same, and claims to be "you."

Is he or she really you?
What happens if you meet?

Questions for Philosophical Discussion - Set Four

(You need a heap of sand for this - it can be a small heap)

1. Is it correct to call this a heap of sand?
2. (Take away one grain of sand) Is it still correct to call this a heap of sand?
3. What if I take away all the grains of sand except for 4 of them? Is it still a heap of sand?
4. When does it stop being a heap of sand?
5. (Point to a single grain of sand) Is that a heap of sand?
6. (Add one grain of sand to the single grain) Is that a heap of sand now?
7. How many grains of sand do I need to add before it becomes a heap?
8. What if I take grains from one heap and add them, one at a time, to the single grain. Is there a time

when they change identities, that is, one stops being a heap and the other starts being a heap?
9. Does one heap "become" the other heap?

Story by Plutarch, rewording and questions by Leo Heska.
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