Thought Experiments in Philosophy: The Ship of Theseus  
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This is an old one. The Greek historian, Plutarch, wrote that the Athenians kept the hero Theseus’ ship on display in their city. As the wooden timbers became rotten, the Athenians would preserve it by pulling the timbers out and replacing them with new ones. But were they really preserving it? If you replace every single timber in the ship, is it the same ship? Suppose the Athenians had yanked out the timbers before they even began to rot, and one by one use them to build a new ship. Which one has the best claim to being the original ship?

This is the sort of problem that a lot of people roll their eyes at. However, while some of us may be able to shrug off questions like this without any trouble, philosophers are kept awake at night by the Ship of Theseus. That’s because it’s a very, very bothersome problem once you apply it to other things.

For example: of all the cells in your body how many were there a month ago? A year? Ten years? By what authority do you even say that you’re the same person you were a decade ago? If the ship in Athens was no longer the Ship of Theseus after a century, then you’re not the same person you were ten years ago. Not so irrelevant now, is it? Suddenly, the Ship of Theseus becomes a very personal matter, because each one of us is a real-life case. A question like this forces us to devise more sophisticated definitions of what makes something identical over time.

