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Abstract: Our philosophical-mythological stories, with Heraclitus on one side and
Parmenides on the other, offer us ways of thinking about the logic of the world:
infinite change, infinite sameness. This long and much discussed contestation
between repetition and difference is a product of our constant tendency to cross
from talk of the essence of philosophy to talk of the nature of love and its deep
link to sameness. We may start with reason, but seem hell-bent to head for its
limits.

ἰσότης φιλότης (“Love is equality”)
–Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, et alii1

It was a real-estate affair that took me to the Cook County Office building. There,
after bouncing from bureaucrat to bureaucrat, I landed deep in the edifice’s
bowels, at the profoundly named Department of Divisions and Consolidations. At
those depths the epistemological pressure grew so great that it crushed my
questions about property parcels. I seemed to be standing at the origins of
philosophy, and heard ringing in my ears the words of Heraclitus: “Graspings
[syllapsies]: wholes and not wholes, convergent divergent, consonant dissonant,
from all things one and from one thing all.”2 I could not fathom the chiasmus, but
it felt pregnant with the very possibility of knowledge. Socrates is reputed to have
said: “It needs a Delian diver to get to the bottom of” Heraclitus’ book.3 Perhaps I
simply needed to descend deeper. Or perhaps the matter is more as Heraclitus
himself put it—“You will not find out the limits of the soul when you go, travelling

1 This essay is first fruit of a collaboration on sameness with my father, Ricardo Nirenberg. It is as
much the child of his works, as of mine. The dictum of Pythagoras is reported by Iamblichus, On
the Pythagorean Life, 29, 162, 10. It is cited as a common saying by (among others) Plato, Laws
757a; Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics 7.9 (1240b). (Plato adds that although the saying is “old and
true,” “what the equality is that is capable of doing this… is far from clear.”) Commentators,
grammarians, and lexicographers including Diogenianus Grammaticus, Joannes Stobaeus, Eu-
thymius Malaces, Isidorus Kiovjensis, Nicephorus Basilaces, Hesycius, Choricius, Nicephorus
Gregoras,Macarius Chrysocephalus, Suda, andmany others transmitted it as a dictum throughout
the Hellenistic and Late Antique period. My thanks to Sofía Torallas for helping me with these
latter sources, and for teachingme somuch about love.
2 Heraclitus, fr. 22B10 DK.
3 Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.22.



on every road, so deep a logos does it have”—and no amount of breath would
suffice to plumb this one Department, with its claims to authority over the
mysteries of sameness and difference, separation and identity, the equal and the
not.4

Heraclitus was famously willing to swim very deep in his bottomless river of
becoming, change, and contradiction. For those who lack that particular kind of
courage other kinds are available, chief among them, the courage of constancy
and consistency. Parmenides stands among the earliest advocates of this latter
type of valor, and states the commitment in a famously obscure way: “That (it) is,
and that it is not possible for (it) not to be.” Many of Parmenides’ successors took
this statement to mean that Truth is the same as itself, un-changing and non-
contradictory, and they placed this sameness (a type of equality) at the founda-
tions of a certain way of knowing. “It is obvious that the same thing will never do
or suffer opposites,” says Socrates, not “in the same respect, in relation to the
same thing, at the same time.” Aristotle agrees: “The most certain of all princi-
ples” of thought is that “the same attribute cannot at the same time belong and
not belong to the same subject in the same respect.” Non-contradiction is “the
firmest principle of all things.” Without it there is no knowledge, and the human
becomes “like a plant.”5 Socrates and Aristotle were prudent in attempting to
limit the problem by insisting on the condition of “at the same time.” But the
difficulty of defining such temporal sameness, combined perhaps with a yearning
for certainties independent of the flux of time, meant that this “most certain of
principles” tended to push truth toward eternity.

It is possible to understand the entire history of philosophy as a struggle
between the Heraclitean emphasis on the tensions and contradictions of becom-
ing, and the Parmenidean stress on the sameness and non-contradiction of true
being. Nietzsche, for example, blamed the great paladins of the latter, such as
Pythagoras and Plato, for ushering in the “hard winter” of all subsequent philoso-
phy, and he cast his own recuperation of Heraclitus as the soft breath of Spring.6

We don’t need to subscribe to the entirety of Nietzsche’s mytho-poetics in order to

4 Heraclitus B45 DK. On this fragment see Gábor Betegh, “The limits of the soul: Heraclitus B 45
DK. Its text and interpretation,” in Enrique Hülsz Piccone (ed.), Nuevos ensayos sobre Heráclito.
Actas del Segundo Symposium Heracliteum (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de
México, 2009), 391–414.
5 Parmenides, 28B2 DK; Plato, Republic 4.436b7–9; Aristotle,Metaphysics 1005b19–21, 1005b23–
24 1006a15–16, 1008b10–12. Cf. Metaphysics, 1012a24–26, 1012a33 ff., Topics 159b30–33, Physics
185b19–25, all aiming at Heraclitus.
6 Nietzsche, Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, Chapters 8 and 10; Thus Spoke Zarathus-
tra, “Of Immaculate Perception.” See alsoGenealogy of Morality 2.16, 3.12.
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agree with him on the centrality of the struggle. Nor must we posit a millennial
philosophical permafrost to feel as he did a frigid absolute lurking in Parmenidian
courage, a coldness symptomized above in the staccato repetition of the word
“same.” Sameness, equality, identity: the drive to protect these and other cog-
nates from corrosion by contradiction and time oriented much philosophical
thought toward the strength of number and the stability of the equal sign, a
strength clearly expressed in its most axiomatized form as the principle of
identity: for all x, x=x. To the power of this axiom we owe so many of the glorious
achievements of mathematical and logical thought.

I do not propose to provide here a history of this purported struggle between
“Heraclitean” or “Parmenidian,” nor to enlist in either rank. My goal is only to
gesture toward the overwhelmingly vast terrain of philosophical discussions on
sameness, identity, and equality, and then to point to one particular aspect of one
particular stream that strikes me as especially curious: that within this vast
history of thought the topics of love and sameness are often found in close
proximity, even in intimate embrace. Socrates is only one of many who appar-
ently addressed the two subjects hand in hand. In Plato’s Lysis, Socrates’ dialogue
is organized around the question of whether love is the product of sameness or
difference between lover and beloved. Socrates’ appreciation for the profundity of
the problem seems to have been very deep indeed, for the dialogue collapses in
aporia: “If neither those who love or are loved, neither the like nor the unlike, nor
the good, nor those who belong to us, nor any other of all the suppositions which
we passed in review… I no longer know what I am to say.” (222e)

But Socrates (or at least, Plato) found much more to say. It is through a
discussion of love that the “Department of Division and Consolidation” is estab-
lished, in the Phaedrus, as the foundational bureaucracy of philosophy, respon-
sible for the most basic principles of thought:

Phaedrus: What principles?
Socrates: That of perceiving and bringing together in one idea the scattered particulars, that
one may make clear by definition the particular thing which he wishes to explain; … [and]
that of dividing things again by classes, where the natural joints are, and not trying to break
any part, after the manner of a bad carver.… [266b] Now I myself, Phaedrus, am a lover of
these processes of division and bringing together…; and if I think any other man is able to
see things that can naturally be collected into one and divided into many, him I follow after
and walk in his footsteps as if he were a god.

Division and unification, difference and sameness: these two principles arise
(once more) in a discussion about love, and through that discussion they are
shown to be the objects most proper to philosophical love (pardon the pleonasm),
and proximate to divinity. But there is a telling asymmetry in Plato’s presentation.
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Sameness and synthesis are unbounded in Socrates’ carnal metaphor, but differ-
ence and analysis, these are submitted to the constraints of “natural joints,”
categories of sameness that we are forbidden from carving into difference. Rather
than Lysis’ aporia or Heraclitus’ boundless logos, the Phaedrus establishes a
“natural” limit to our distinctions. In its joints wemay feel the twinge of a Platonic
yearning for the absolute.7

I cannot pretend to provide a history of these multiple positions available in
Plato’s corpus. Nor am I prepared to take a robust philosophical position on the
question of whether or not our categories (Aristotelian and Kantian echoes
intended) really have natural boundaries beyond which indivisible identity rules;
or whether, to the contrary, we should un-dogmatically treat all such categorical
articulations as contingent. (In case it is not obvious, I confess my own sympathy
for the latter view.) I simply wish to insist, without needlessly multiplying exam-
ples, on the curious fact that love and sameness incline toward each other in the
Greek philosophical tradition, and this despite Socrates’ studied ambivalence in
the Lysis.

We can speak therefore of an erotics of cognition in Greek philosophy, one
often enough inclined toward identity. But we should wonder, I think, why love
served as such an important analogy for thinking about cognition, and why that
cognitive love favored certain types of sameness and frowned on others. Again,
an answer (whether historical or philosophical) to these questions is beyond me.
But commenting on Book 1 of Aristotle’s Physics in the 5th century A.D., John
Philoponus points toward one approach:

In our soul there is both a differentiating faculty and an assimilating faculty. When it
functions according to the assimilating faculty, which Plato called ‘the circle of the same’
(Timaeus, 36C), it comes closer to the intelligibles. Empedocles called this faculty ‘love’
because love is unifying. On the other hand, when it functions according to the differentiat-
ing faculty, which Plato called ‘the circle of the different’ (loc. cit.), but Empedocles called
‘strife’, it comes closer to perceptible things.8

John seems to have imbibed the tradition that love is associated with unity and
identity, and he purports to provide something of a historico-philosophical
account for the origins of that tradition. His account may not be accurate, but it is
suggestive. Love and Strife were the two competing forces of Empedocles’ cosmol-
ogy, which began with the domination of love, and the cosmos as one giant

7 Cf. Aristotle,De Anima 3.6, 430b5–20, with a different but related limitation.
8 John Philoponus, On Aristotle’s Physics 1.1-3, tr. Catherine Osborne (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2006), 44.
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sphere of intellect, a spherical “mind, holy and unutterable, rushing with rapid
thought over the whole world.” All individual souls had been one with this
intelligent sphere of Love, until Strife separated each and imprisoned it in a body.
By striving toward the pure thought of Love, the individual could rejoin the one
immortal mind. Empedocles promised the conquest of death through a philoso-
phical (in that it demanded thinking about the nature of thought itself) loving
sameness.9

Empedocles was certainly not the only important early Greek thinker with
this type of approach. Pythagoras’ attempts to conquer change and death through
(among other things) thinking about numbers were perhaps even more influential
within the history of philosophy, and produced (at least according to later tradi-
tion) the dictum with which I began: “love=.” Iamblichus seems to recognize the
inter-relation between number and love in Pythagoras’ thought when he reports
two dicta side-by-side: “All things accord in number, which he frequently said to
his disciples, and friendship is equality, equality is friendship.”

It is not surprising that so many Greek philosophers might, like Empedocles
and Pythagoras, think of thought as the pathway to eternity: thinking about the
nature of thought was after all their métier, and it is easy enough to confuse the
customs of one’s tribe with laws of the cosmos. More curious is their shared
confidence in the power of thinking love as sameness. We tend to associate that
confidence with Platonists middle and neo: figures such as Plotinus and his
divinity achieved through reason.10 But as we have already seen, it was much
more widespread. Aristotle and his school, for example, also offered paths to
sameness and immortality, as in this famously obscure passage from On the Soul:
“Actual knowledge is identical with its object…. It does not sometimes think and
sometimes not think. When separated it is alone just what it is, and this alone is
immortal and eternal; and without this nothing thinks.”11

The passage deserves (and has received) many treatments more extensive
and profound than any I could provide. My point is simply that it proved attractive
not least because of the possibility contained in this eternity of the agent intellect:
the promise that through identity and sameness—that is, by becoming identical
with its ultimate object of knowledge—the individual can rejoin the collective, the
thinker participate in immortality. The future of that possibility would pass
through Christianity and Islam (and later through Judaism) and into the Latin

9 See Patrick Lee Miller, Becoming God: Pure Reason in Early Greek Philosophy (New York:
Continuum, 2011), 72–73.
10 Ennead 1.2.6.2–3 and passim.
11 The literature on De Anima 3.5 is vast. For a cleaving of some relevant knots see Victor Caston,
“Aristotle’s Two Intellects: AModest Proposal,” Phronesis 44 (1999), 199–227.
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West. But Aristotle points to one aspect of its past in his very next line: “As
Empedocles said that ‘where heads of many a creature sprouted without necks,’
they afterwards by Love’s power were combined, so here too objects of thought
which were separate are combined….” [3.5–6, 430a1]

Empedocles’ diction seems to echo from the mosh-pit of the archetypes.
Aristotle’s has the less archaic ring of philosophy. But both are animated by the
same creative principle: love makes out of many one. Aristotle’s use of this
principle is extensive, animating both his psychology and his politics. In the
Eudemeian Ethics, for example, it arises as he asks whether we are attracted to
those who are like or unlike us. The discussion quickly moves to the question of
self-love, for self-love is “friendship by analogy, but not absolutely.” (1240a10)
With this proportionality in hand he approaches the question with which we
began: Is our psyche divided or one? Does self-love make us identical to ourselves
(foreshadowings of the Fichtean dream of I=I?), or are we divided souls, alien to
ourselves, even capable of being our own enemies?

Aristotle is far too subtle a psychologist to make the answer easy: “So far then
as the soul is two, these relations [of friend and foe] can in a sense belong to it; so
far as these two are not separate, the relations cannot belong to it.”(1240a20) Still,
it is clear where his ideal lies, and that clarity becomes greater as he moves in the
pages that follow from the individual to the multitude, from psychology to
politics, and proposes a theory of justice built out of the same principle (already
identified as political by Plato in Laws 757a) that love is equality. Of course this
does not mean that everyone in the polity must have the same power, wealth, etc.
The point is not that everyone or everything is politically equal in love, but that
through the measure of love all can be equated: “The measurement must be by
one measure, only here not by a term but by a ratio; we must measure by
proportion….” (EE 1243b)

The promise here is that the just and proper distribution can be proportion-
ally determined, that differences can be justified as unity by the correct compara-
tive measure of merits, so that love makes out of many one. Once more the history
of this idea is too large for me to do more than gesture toward. I would only
emphasize that the place of proportion (analogia) in Aristotle’s thought, from his
physics to his psychology and his politics, cannot be overestimated. And if those
“analogiai” tended toward the sameness of arithmetic and number rather than the
similitudes of metaphor, it is in part because they were born under the influence
of love’s equal sign.12

12 Cf.Nicomachean Ethics 8. I make a similar point more expansively in “The Politics of Love and
its Enemies,” Critical Inquiry 33 (2007), 573–605, here 587–93.
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Again I must insist on “tend.” On these basic questions the position of
Aristotle, like that of many other great philosophers, was mixed. And in every age
(pace Nietzsche) there are those who kick strenuously against the goads of
sameness. Writing in the twelfth century, for example, Ibn Tufayl agreed that
sameness and difference lay at the foundations of all knowledge.13 His hero, Hayy
ibn Yaqzān, concludes early in his self-education “that inasmuch as things differ
they are many, but inasmuch as they correspond they are one.” (119) Following
Avicenna’s Epistle on Love, Ibn Tufayl was part of a long tradition, powerful
within Christianity and Judaism as well as Islam, that understood sameness as
both the product of and the path to divine love. Within this tradition God was
understood as absolute sameness, eternal truth, unchanging identity, the Whole
and the One. The philosopher’s goal was to achieve union with this eternal truth
through divine love, and to teach the way, to the extent possible, to other would-
be lovers.

But Ibn Tufayl was more aware than most of the difficulty of the task. He
mocked those who thought that, if only they climbed high enough along the more
axiomatized branches of identity (mathematics, logic) they would reach eternity.
He insisted instead on the inability of such tools to bring their users to immortal
union with the divine. (98–99, 154) Ibn Tufayl confronted, as well, the gauntlet al-
Ghazali had thrown before all philosophical aspirations to union with eternity,
whether through love or by any other means. If the goal of the philosopher’s
desire to achieve an immortal intellectual union with the divine is understood in
terms of sameness, then the philosopher is striving for identity with the divine,
and that identity includes divinity itself. Such an aspiration, according to al-
Ghazali, offends against the principle of the unity of God, and should not be
tolerated by a monotheistic Islam.

Ibn Tufayl met the objection with what might seem a paradox: the non-
sameness of sameness. Being neither is, nor is not, identical with itself. “For
‘many,’ ‘few,’ and ‘one’; ‘singularity’ and ‘plurality’; ‘union’ and ‘discreteness,’
are all predicates applicable only to physical things. But those non-material
beings who know the Truth… need not be said to be either one or many.”(150–151)
Ibn Tufayl grants that in adopting this position, “I have left what every sound
mind is born with and abandoned the rule of reason.” But he defends his
departure with a move of rare epistemological humility: “Men of sound reason are
simply those whose minds work the same way.” There can be no such rigorous
sameness of thought across the eternal and the pathic, the human and the divine.

13 Page references are to Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy Ibn Yaqzān, tr. Lenn Evan Goodman (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009).

52 David Nirenberg



Perhaps it is simply happy coincidence that in order to make his critique of strict
sameness intelligible, Ibn Tufayl, too, turns to a metaphor of love. The eternal and
the pathic “cannot be joined in one state of being, like two wives: if you make one
happy, you make the other miserable.” (154)

Ibn Tufayl is but one of the many across the long history of thought who have
used love to explore the contingencies of sameness, and I mention his example in
order to temper Nietzsche’s view of a Parmenidian ice age. Of course this does not
prove my claim that there were such “breaths of Spring” in every age: a claim that
is any event un-provable, in a work of this or any other length. But I should
conclude with at least one more modern example, in order to point to the ongoing
importance of love in thinking through the cognitive claims of sameness and their
limitations. Kierkegaard’s Repetition is exemplary in both regards, as an explora-
tion of the sciences of sameness, and of love.14

I use the word sciences deliberately, since Kierkegaard clearly had some of
those sciences in his sights when he sub-titled Repetition a “failed experiment in
psychology.” Repetition is, after all a claim to sameness in the stream of time and
experience, a claim of the kind that William James, in The Principles of Psychol-
ogy, would later elevate to a law of his discipline as “the principle of constancy of
the mind’s meanings.” As James put it in his chapter 12, “Conception”: “The same
matters can be thought of in successive portions of the mental stream, and some
of these portions can know that they mean the same matters which the other
portions meant.” “The mind can always intend, and know when it intends, to
think the Same.” “This sense of sameness is the very keel and backbone of our
thinking.”15

Kierkegaard’s narrator and experimentalist—whose very name of Constantin
Constantius so cleverly proclaims pretensions to strict identity—immediately
manifests the Eleatic prejudices at the center of his claims to science. The
prejudice is common enough, but what makes it relevant here is that he just as
immediately moves the field of debate to love: “Repetition’s love is in truth the
only happy love.” (131) Unlike the changeable loves of recollection or hope, this
love is stable, an “indestructible garment” for the paladin with the “courage to
will repetition.” (132)

In Kierkegaard’s “failed experiment” it is the Constantius of principles and
observations who is humbled in his quest for repetition (and for love?), and the
young man full of self-contradiction and poetry who is accorded the experience.

14 Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling/Repetition, tr. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983).
15 William James, The Principles of Psychology (New York: Henry Holt, 1890/Dover, 1950), 2 vols.,
here 1, 459 ff.
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But that experience is certainly not willed, or intentionally thought: “So there is
repetition, after all. When does it occur? Well, that is hard to say in any human
language. When did it occur for Job? When every thinkable human certainty and
probability were impossible.” (212–13)

We can understand (somewhat anachronistically) Kierkegaard’s scientific
“failure” in Nietzschean terms, as a Heraclitean salvo against the Parmenidean
redoubts of the emerging sciences of experimental psychology. Why was the
battle staged on fields of love? Perhaps because that is where the war had been
waged by so many of the thinkers, from Plato to Hegel, that Kierkegaard was
engaging with. Today’s experimental psychologists seldom talk of love in their
studies of memory and cognition, even as they delve ever more deeply, down to
the neuronal level, into questions of sameness and repetition. But the very power
of their tools—physiological, theoretical, and mathematical—may make it all the
more important for them to attend to questions such as these, about the possible
limits and potential excesses of our human ability to will identity.16

In every age there have been those with the courage to discover the confu-
sions of excessive claims of sameness, including (among many others) those of
sciences built upon the principle of non-contradiction. And in every age there
have been those who have expressed their discoveries in terms of love: not only
philosophers, but also poets (think of Auden’s “All chance, all love, all logic, you
and I, / Exist by grace of the Absurd”), and perhaps even historians of science.
Among these, I do not know if Lorraine Daston has written about love. But what is
certain is that her studies of the regnant sciences of sameness have made her a
“soft breath of Spring” for our time.

16 Acknowledgment of that importance would certainly not preclude, and might enrich, experi-
mental and mathematical approaches to psychology. I think here, for example, of Edward Awh
and Edward Vogel’s attempts to account for individual differences in attention in their studies of
memory. See inter alia Edward K. Vogel and Edward Awh, “How to Exploit Diversity for Scientific
Gain: Using Individual Differences to Constrain Cognitive Theory,” Current Directions in Psycholo-
gical Science 17.2 (2008), 171–76.
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