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“I went in search of myself.”
 This is the most tantalizing of the Heraclitean aphorisms, and yet at first glance the most banal. Whether in religion, therapy, or travel, we are accustomed to searching for ourselves, at least when discontent demands it. Seldom, however, do we recognize the paradox this search introduces. For if something is to search for itself, it must first lose itself, becoming alienated or separated from itself. But how can anything be separated from itself? To be so, all metaphor aside, it would have to be both itself and not itself. To be itself and not itself, at the same time, and in the same respect, would flout Aristotle’s principle of non-contradiction.
 “It is impossible,” he writes in Metaphysics, “for the same thing both to belong and not to belong at the same time to the same thing and in the same respect.”
 Indeed, he goes so far as to call this “the firmest principle of all things,” claiming that without heeding it one cannot have any knowledge at all.
 If Aristotle is correct, then, the Heraclitean pursuit of self-knowledge would appear impossible. 


In our own day this problem has considerable importance for psychoanalysis, or any other intellectually rigorous pursuit of self-knowledge, but in this paper I discuss only its appearance in Greek philosophy. Two of this tradition’s defining features—arguably its two most characteristic features—are an obedience to logic and an itch for self-knowledge. As for logic, the principle of non-contradiction was no Aristotelian invention, as is often assumed. It is discernible already in the poem of Parmenides;
 moreover, it appears almost fully formed in the Republic of Plato.
 Nearly every subsequent philosopher will take it as axiomatic, and for good reason. Without a healthy suspicion of contradiction, to begin with, how can any philosopher—Greek or otherwise—legitimately distinguish the true from the false? After we abandon the principle of non-contradiction, every truth can also be false, and every falsehood true. To reject this principle is tantamount to rejecting one of the enduring contributions of the Greek philosophers.
But no less enduring a contribution of their tradition was their disciplined pursuit of self-knowledge. Apollo’s temple at Delphi famously declared “Know Thyself,” but Diogenes Laertius reports that the first Greek philosopher, Thales, coined the phrase.
 Plato depicts a Socrates who, in a way, has devoted his life both to it and Apollo by investigating the god’s mysterious declaration that he was wisest of all. So acutely aware of his own ignorance, Socrates interrogated those with a reputation for wisdom in order to divine what Apollo had meant by calling him the wisest.
 This interrogation was thus, in a way, a prolonged self-examination. But how was this self-inquiry possible if it flouted the principle of non-contradiction? Do these two central characteristics of Greek philosophy really conflict with one another? Were the other Greek philosophers equally frustrated in their pursuit of self-knowledge by the logical impossibility of self-inquiry? In so short a treatment as this, we cannot answer these large questions, but we can probe the two very different responses that we find in Heraclitus and Plato. We shall begin with Plato, arguing that his straightforward response fails; we shall conclude with Heraclitus, arguing that his more obscure response succeeds.
Plato developed a complex psychology to explain how anyone—including Socrates, maybe especially Socrates—might become alienated from himself. To use Plato’s first example in this effort, if I both want to drink and want not to drink, I cannot do so with my whole self.
 To do so would flout his own version of “the firmest principle of all things,” often called by scholars his principle of opposites: “The same thing cannot do or undergo opposite things; not, at any rate, in the same part of itself, in relation to the same thing, at the same time.”
 Whenever we find conflict in the self, accordingly, we must attribute the conflicting impulses to its parts, not to its whole. If I want both to drink and not to drink, there must be one part of me that wants to drink, but another that wants not to drink. As it turns out, Plato calls the first the appetitive part, the second the rational, and then introduces a third part, the spirited. The details of his argument for the tripartite soul, which now fascinate many Platonic scholars, are not our immediate concern here.
 For our short treatment of self-inquiry, let us begin by noting two general features of the tripartite argument. 
First of all, it uses a version of the principle of non-contradiction, which a moment ago seemed to accuse self-inquiry of paradox. We shall examine this principle a little later. For now let us notice, secondly, that the tripartite psychology produced by this argument nonetheless promises to account for self-inquiry. But can it fulfill this promise? Two questions arise immediately for this, or any other, complex psychology: what performs the inquiry, and into what does it inquire? In other words, what is the subject of the inquiry, and what is its object? The problem with a simple psychology is that the subject and the object must be the same, making inquiry impossible. The promise of a complex psychology is that it can distinguish the subject from the object of inquiry by distinguishing parts of the self, rendering inquiry once again possible. But is this inquiry properly self-inquiry? Formally, it cannot be. In self-inquiry, both the subject and the object of the inquiry must be the self. A dilemma thus arises for a complex psychology, a dilemma that resembles the one that arose earlier for a simple psychology: either the object of inquiry is alien to the self, in which case the inquiry is not a self-inquiry; or the object of inquiry is identical to the self, in which case it is not a self-inquiry. In both cases self-inquiry is formally impossible. Rather than resting content with a formal demonstration, however, we should supply some of the content of Platonic psychology in order to see how the dilemma arises in more specific terms. 
Who am I? Plato’s psychology offers two possible choices for self-identity: either I am my rational part alone, or I am somehow a synthesis of all three parts at once.
 Plato himself seems to waver between these two choices. His famous images offer conflicting evidence, and he never addresses the question directly with an argument. The Phaedrus analogy of the immortal soul to a chariot—with reason being the charioteer, and the other parts two horses, spirit on the one hand obedient, appetite on the other wild—suggests that I am all three parts together, since the whole chariot ascends to the heavens. The analogies of Republic, by contrast, suggest that I am reason alone. In Book 9, the embodied soul is depicted as a menagerie of hydra, lion, and homunculus, all disguised beneath human skin. The hydra is our appetite, the lion our spirit, and the homunculus our reason. Rhetorically, at least, Plato wants us to identify with this rational homunculus, not the wild beasts it must tame. In Book 10, moreover, he compares the disembodied soul to Glaucus. Although this sea-god typically appears encrusted with barnacles and seaweed, hiding his radiant divinity, when he sheds this crust his true nature shines. Analogically, when the soul practices inquiry, culminating in death, it sheds appetite and ambition, shining with the divinity of pure reason.
 In both Republic images, then, I am pure reason, imprisoned in a body; appetite and spirit are my cellmates, at best.
With Plato’s images on this question divided, evenly or not, we may add the paramount consideration that when I inquire into myself, I am seeking self-knowledge. It is the rational part which knows, according to Plato. Reason alone is in contact with what-is, the immutable Forms.
 It eschews whatever “turned out both to be and not to be at the same time,”
 the mutable and contradictory things accessible to the senses and mere belief. Reason alone, then, respects the principle of opposites. In Aristotle’s version, recall, this is the prerequisite of all knowledge; in Plato’s version, it is the beginning of an argument that isolates pure reason. Thus, when I inquire into myself, applying this principle, I do so as the rational part. We should notice a peculiar irony already: the very part that respects the principle of non-contradiction is the part responsible for the self-inquiry exposed earlier as contradictory. Putting that irony aside, for the moment, we should investigate further how self-inquiry is now supposed to work once Plato has divided the self. The subject of self-inquiry is reason, as we have seen, but what is the object of self-inquiry? Is it reason alone, or instead the other parts? 
Puzzles arise for both options. Reason cannot inquire into reason alone, since this would not be a self-inquiry. To inquire into itself, it would have to be alien to itself. Yet nothing can be alien to itself, least of all reason, the only part that recognizes the “firmest principle of all,” thanks to which nothing can both be itself and not be itself. Perhaps, then, reason can inquire into the other parts of the self? But this would not be a self-inquiry. Were reason to inquire into appetite or spirit, its cellmates, this would be the search of one thing for another. We are brought round again to the formal problem discussed above, only now with a little more content. Three interesting features of Plato’s psychology have arisen on the way to this impasse: first of all, the subject of self-inquiry has turned out to be one special part (reason); secondly, the object of self-inquiry has become problematic, even producing a dilemma (reason itself or another soul-part?); finally, an ambivalence about the locus of the self surfaces in numerous Platonic dialogues (is it one part, reason, or somehow a synthesis of the several parts?). These features follow neatly, I submit, from the paradox of self-inquiry with which Plato, like Heraclitus and Socrates before him, grappled. I suggest, more specifically, that his choice of one supreme soul-part as inquirer creates the dilemma about the object of self-inquiry, and this in turn fosters his ambivalence about selfhood itself. By dividing the self, and then exalting one part over the others, Plato thus fails to answer the very question with which he arguably begins: Who am I? 
I would like to suggest a way out of this paradox by returning to Heraclitus. To prepare the ground for our escape route, through his aphorisms on the self and self-inquiry, let us first review the most famous of his sayings, the so-called river fragment. “As they step into the same rivers, other and still other waters flow upon them” (B12). The grammar of the original Greek allows the word for ‘the same’ (autoisin) to be associated with either ‘rivers’ (potamoisi) or ‘they’ (embainousin) or both.
 In this particular translation, Charles Kahn’s (1979), it is associated with ‘rivers,’ agreeing with the popular version of this thought. “You cannot step into the same river twice,” goes this version, so that you, the stepper, are assumed to be a stable thing, but the river’s waters flow so quickly as to pass by the moment you step into them. The form of Heraclitus’s own aphorism, however, encodes a far richer content.
 The subjects of the stepping are plural, as are the rivers into which they step, so that the subject of the interaction need be no more unified than the object. In other words, reprising the popular version to express this alternate meaning, “the same you cannot step into the river twice.”

Whenever there is ambiguity in Heraclitus’s prose, as Kahn argues, he intends simultaneously the whole range of possible meanings.
 In the case of the river fragment, then, Heraclitus seems to intend instability in both subject and object together, and he does so with an aphorism that exhibits the same instability. As you step into a river, in short, both you and the waters of the river flow on, for you and the river are what you are—in a word, the same—only by this flowing. It is one thing to claim this thesis, as many nowadays do, but it is another to provide a sound argument in its favor. Such an argument emerges from a careful examination of the Heraclitean aphorisms on fire, beginning with the one that assigns it a paradigmatic role in the Heraclitean cosmos: “The ordering, the same for all, no god nor man has made, but it ever was and is and will be: fire everliving, kindled in measures and in measures going out” (B30). 
The Stoics and many Heraclitean scholars since them have taken this doctrine for a physics, believing that fire was for Heraclitus the prime substance of the cosmos, just as water or air were proposed by his immediate predecessors. But whether or not Heraclitus had a physics, he is certainly using fire as a prime example, a paradigm of the paradoxical pattern he sees everywhere. “Fire is need and satiety,” he seems to have written (B65), and this fragment above all seems to flout the principle of non-contradiction. For if fire were needy and satisfied at the same time (now), with respect to the same thing (its fuel), satisfaction would both belong and not belong to it, as would neediness, and it would flout the principle of non-contradiction. Consider the humble candle flame: even it is need and satiety at the same time with respect to the same thing (its fuel). After all, if it were not satisfied—having insufficient fuel to continue burning—it would be extinguished; likewise, if it were not needy—not consuming the fuel necessary to continue burning—it would also be extinguished. Its burning thus requires it to be needy and satisfied, a contradiction, at each moment. 
The point is difficult to grasp, but only because it demands that we freeze the flame in a moment. Fire cannot be frozen in a moment, since it is above all a process. More than anything else, except perhaps a river, fire draws our attention to the fact that time is not composed of moments. Ironically, Aristotle himself acknowledged this odd truth: time is infinitely divisible, so there are no atomic nows from which it is built, anymore than infinitely divisible space is built from atomic points.
 Instead, time is more like a river, so to speak, into which you can step and delimit a now if you like, but you will thereby generate contradictions such as the simultaneous need and satiety of fire or the stasis of a river. More than any other philosopher, before or since, Heraclitus acknowledges this nature of time, not just in his aphorisms on the world, but also in his aphorisms on the self. 
For the same paradox that arose for fire arises also for the self, most clearly when he makes the declaration with which we began: “I went in search of myself” (B101). If Heraclitus is searching for himself, at a moment, he must both be himself and not be himself, since he is both the searcher and the sought. As searcher, he must be present to himself; as sought, he must be absent, lest there be no need for a search.
 As with fire, however, the paradox can be resolved by refusing to freeze self-inquiry in a moment. The search for self, like the burning of a fire, is a process. Indeed, if Heraclitus be believed, it is potentially never ending: “You will not find out the limits of the self by going, even if you travel over every way, so deep is its logos” (B45). But why should Heraclitus be believed? Why should we accept that the logos of the self is so deep as to be limitless?

Like a fire that grows with the addition of fuel, the Heraclitean self grows with the addition of knowledge, exceeding itself by its very search for itself. “To the self,” Heraclitus therefore adds, “belongs a logos that increases itself” (B115). A self is thus like a fire, but still more excessive, since it can go in search of itself. When it does, and succeeds in gaining self-knowledge, it augments itself with this new knowledge. Whereas a fire must burn fuel from without, though, the self can burn fuel from within. Its fuel is its own logos—as discernible in the river, or the fire, or even in the work of the aphorisms themselves, as it is in introspection—and the self augments itself by any inquiry that reveals it. If the self augments itself by inquiring into itself, however, then the self can create itself by its quest for self-knowledge. By searching for itself, in short, a self becomes itself. 

As the fire just is its activity of burning, so too is the self just this activity of self-inquiry. This is a difficult activity to grasp, more difficult even than the activity of fire, and for the same reason: grasping it seems to demand that we freeze the self in a moment. Were we to do so, as it inquires into itself, we would generate the contradiction with which we began. Yet this paradox disappears, as it did with fire, once we acknowledge that the self, like fire, is an activity. To freeze it in a moment is to denature it; time is of its essence. No wonder, then, that Heraclitus speaks also in the plural of those who step into rivers. There is no nugget of self within, no nugget that persists unchanged through time as though outside of it. Instead, the self is as impermanent as a river, as active as a fire, as embedded in time as both. 
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� DK 22B101. All translations of Heraclitus are from Kahn 1979, unless otherwise noted.


� Metaphysics 4.3, especially 1005b13–35. All translations of Aristotle are from Irwin & Fine 1995.


� 1005b19–21.


� 1005b23–24.


� DK 28B2, B6.


� Republic 4.436b8–10.


� DL 1.13; see also, Plato, Protagoras 343a–b.


� Apology, 21b–c.


� The Greek word for ‘self’ here is psuchē. Since this paper avoids eschatological questions, which ‘soul’ tends to elicit, ‘self’ is often a preferable translation. So likewise when psuchē arises in Heraclitus; Kahn’s ‘soul’ has been replaced each time with ‘self’. However, since we soon consider where in the Platonic psuchē to locate the self—whether it is equivalent to the whole soul, or just to one of its parts—when discussing Plato we must sometimes use ‘soul’ in order to avoid begging this question. 


� Republic 436b7–10. All translations of Plato’s Republic are from Reeve 2004, unless otherwise noted.


� See, e.g., Lorenz, “The Analysis of the Soul in Plato’s Republic,” and Anagnostopoulos, “The Divided Soul and the Desire of the Good in Plato’s Republic,” both in Santas 2006; or Ferrari, “The Three-Part Soul,” in Ferrari 2007.


� Plato, Phaedrus 246a–b, 253d–256e; Republic 588b–e, 611b–d. 


� This is also the story we find in Phaedo (e.g., 79d), both in its eschatology and its portrait of philosophy.


� Republic 478a


� Republic 478d.


� Potamoisi toisin autoisin embainousin hetera kai hetera hudata epirrei.


� Kahn 1979:166–68.


� Kahn 1979:87–95.


� For Aristotle, see Physics 4.10, 218a9–30; for a similar Stoic view, see SVF 2.509. 


� Kahn 1979:116.
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