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alt.hough, consistent with Heraclitus’ seeming incon§istency, he also points to his quote
‘Whatever comes from sight, heariné, learning from experience: this | prefer’ (p. 43). Is this
preference at odds with his supposed emphasis on introspection? Unfortunately Gottlieb
does not address this directly. Perhaps the two can be reconciled if emphasis is placed on
learning from experience with the outside world providing the basis for the.i'mportant inner
process of learning. : / A, @ 9 ‘l ; | ' : ‘

Learning appears crucial for Hé:faclifus, énd betﬁéb highli‘ghf\s his cI;\irr{v that people fail
to correctly learn the true nature of things due to their ignorance of ‘the true logos’ or
principle underlying nature (p. 44). Two features of this nature are identified (p 44). First,
that everything is in a continuous process of change and conflicting opposutes while the
second maintains that despite this turmoil of opposites, everything is actually unified as one:

a ‘double truth’ as Gottlieb puts it (p. 44). The first feature, of flux, is summed up succinctly
by Gottlieb, using the examples of a barley and cheese potion separating unless stirred and
that of stepping into the same (and different) river. Just why opposites are seen as warrmg
opponents, as Herachtus suggests, is questioned by Gottlieb and he draws a useful link with
Anaximander’s view of a ‘perpetual battle’ of physical elements (p. 55), although Heraclitus
took this further. His reference to Heraclitus’ view regarding high and low (opposite) musi;al
notes is apt, given the sense of conflict and war such notes generate. '

The importance Heraclitus attaches to fire persuades Gottlieb to dub him ‘an intellectual
pyromaniac’ (p. 46) and he highlights' some of the possible interpretations and problems
regarding Heraclitus’ fire claims, with the occasional to‘ngue-in-cheek quip such as ‘no regular
universal bonfires’ (p. 46)“. More seriously he draws odt the significant distinction between a
divine fire and human made fire, emphasising a pogssible link between a rational, divinez
./ ‘world-soul’ of hot, rarefied aether and the ‘guiding logos of nature’ (p. 46). Fire, associated
with this logos, is therefore viewed in a positive, stabilising light rather than a n:egative,
destructive one. Not only does it have the key role in balancing hot and cold and wet and dry,
it seems also to be linked to the cyclical process of life and death as degrees of moisture rise
and fall in the human soul, which as Gottlieb usefully h‘igh|ights, illustrates a way that
opposites can be linked together (p. 47). - ‘ _\ R ‘ B H

" Gottlieb’s next step is to consider how such Ilnks |e\ad to a V|ewhthat.4opp051tes can,
despite appearances, be seen as different aspects o} the same thing — a unity. He views
Heraclitus’ examples of sameness (the same way up and down, and others) sympathetically
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before suggesting that, apart from the more straightforward same way up and down example,
Heraclitus unjustifiably concluded that a connection between two related things or opposites
meant they were the same. He does, though, cite Heraclitus’ example of the same river having
‘many waters’ (p. 49) as illustrating well the harmony resulting from the ‘strife and unity’ (p.
493 duality which Gottlieb thinks may reflect the logos that Heraclitus believed others had
failed to see. He notes how the continuous flux and ch;ange aspect of this account was seized
on by the philosopher Cratylus, who concluded knowledge of anything in such constant
change was impossible, a view that appears to have influenced Plato’s later rejection of the
ultimate reality of things berceived by the senses and his notion of immaterial forms gp. 51).

Gottlieb concludes his chapter by acknowledging that many other ideas of Heraclitus
were overshadowed by this question of what can be known of such a constantly changing
world. Unfortunately the shortness of the chapter comes at a cost, as Gottlieb neglects the
dual sense of logos as something pertaining to Heraclitus’ narrative task as well as to external
events, a sense detected by other philosophers.* Also, given Heraclitus’ revolutionary, if
idibsyncratic views, Gottlieb’s dismissive comment at tt]e end about it serving Heraclitus right
for being misunderstood can seem c.hurlish. Neverthejess, he attempts in this short chapter
to convey in a clear way the idiosyncratic manner of Heraclitus’ thoughts, illustrated by
selected fragment quotes, while also managing' to dummarise well the central notion of
Heraclitus’ unity of flux and stability. Overall, the chapter is a succinct, if necessarily selec_tive,
introduction to Heraclitus and a useful point of departure for those wishing to use his

endnotes for further study.

A.J. Ayer, ‘Philosophy And Knowledge’, in The Problem of Knowledge, (Harmo.ndsworth:
Penguin, 1956), Ch.1.

4

Ayer’s intention was to write a book for professional philosophers as well as being ‘of interest

to the general reader’, without making the subject ‘appear more simple than it is’ (p. 6)

Whether this ambitious task is achieved in this first chapter will be considered below. The

.

book investigates philosophical issues relating to the theory of knowlédge, including

! Catherine Osborne, ‘Heraclitus’, in From the Beginning to Plato, ed. by C.C.W. Taylor (Abingdon: Routledge,
2008 [1997]), p. 97.
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scepticism, perception, memory and the knowledge ofother minds. Chapter 1 sets the scene
by considering philosophical ‘methodology, common features of knowledge, whether ‘
knowing something requires a special state of min::I, the importance of language and a
concluding claim about what conditions need to be in place for knowing something to be the
case.

Aver tackles methodology by considering questions, claims and supporting arguments
that philosophers use. Differentiating typical questioﬁs philosophers ask from those engaged
in other areas of the arts and sciences, he highlights the non-empirical nature of enquiry of
phijlosophers, claiming philosophical theories are ‘neutral’ (p. 7) with regard to facts and
outside the scope of experimental testing. While a dictionary will provide numerous ways by
which the verb ‘to know’ (p. 8) is used (Ayer usefully sets some of them out), a philosopher
may examine them with a view to determining wha‘t, if any, commonalities exist and the
relationship between any that are found. Ayer suggests a number of questions that arise frorr;
such an examination: a list that usefully introduces the reader to, and encapsulates, fnany of
the key issues within a theory of knowledge. \/ .

He next addresses the question concerning common features of knowledge, tackling this
through examples of a group of red objects, with the relatively unproblematic common
feature of red, and games, where the matter may be less straightforward. Not convinced by
Wittgenstein’s claim that games have similarities like family resemblances rather than having
one thing in common, Ayer identifies an issue of IangL}age use arguing a sufficient degree of
resemblance in this case justifies thé judgement of theg’e being something in common; yet
the matter does not rest there. He accepts, Eiégreés of resemblance highlighted by
Wittgenstein’s argument do make the issue less straightforward in many cases. He alsp raises
further questions about the varied ways in which knowing something, (knowing something is
the case, knowing how to do something, knowing as a behavioural disposition) and
acknowledges difficulties in identifying a common feature.

Ayer also examines whether a special state of mind is necessary to know something,
arguing against philosophers who claim this. Claiming a person can know something from
prévious learning without entering a special state of mi‘nd, Ayer suggests that the potential to
demonstrate knowledge is what is nécessary. Although he gives some ground, accepting that
being suddenly convinced of something is ‘in a sense, to be in a particular state of mind’ (pp.

16-17), he is not persuaded it involves any special ‘mehtal occurrence’ (p. 17). He asserts it is

v



logically impossible that a particular mental state of knowledge guarantees a fact to be the
case (p. 19), arguing some philosophers conflate a condition of mind with a state of
knowledge. He does recognise there are arguments for cognitive states of mind in knowing
sor.nething and concedés that the experience can 5e vi‘ewed as cognitive if meant as having a
‘cognitive experience’ (p. 21). Howéver, he is adamant that truths of logic, for example,
cannot be established by describing any mental state whatsoever as they are independent of
persons and the veracity of any mental state requires ‘mdependent argument. Ayer identifies
“truth” as problematic when it is claimed that ‘if one knows something to be tlrue one-cannot
be mistaken’ (p. 27) pointing to the ambiguity of the claim, when it could mean if something
is known it must be a ‘necessary truth’ (p. 25), which is generally false.

Describing his examinations so far as reflecting the philosophical method, he concludes
there is no very clear resemblance between the various ways of knowing something, and
notes the difficulties inherent in language particularly regarding how the verb ”t.o know” is‘
used. The classification of various examples and counter examples brings into focus the
language used to do this, particularly how the word “Rnow” functions in its different usages.
As his considerations so far have not revealed a satisfactory account of what it is to know
something Ayer explores what necessary conditions :night be needed. The truth of what is’
known is not sufﬂcieht on its own, even adding the fact of being sure will nat sufficé, as his
example of a superstitious person walking under a ladder shows, when their prediction of an
incident was not knowledge, as there was no entitlement for being sure because of unreliable
reasoning (p. 31). This begs the question: what standards would apply in order to justify such
an entitlement? Explaining how one knows satisfactorily could be problematic in general,
even if reasonable in specific situations, as it would require a list of conditions specifying
forms of evidence needed for reliability. So is on'going success at lottery predictions
knowledge or lucky guesses? Ayer suggests that deterr:r\ining how sure someone is about the
matter in question may help resolve this, noting that sceptical reservations about knowing

something to be the case are less about the meaning of “to know” and more about the

v

standards that determine when its application is justified.

He concludes that in addition to it being true and being sure of it, a third necessary and
sufficient conditio‘n for knowing that something is the case should be ‘having the right to be
sure’ (p. 35). But on what basis can someone demonstrate their right to be sure in a pafticular

case? Ayer acknowledges the sceptical challenge regarding the standard needed for the term
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knowledge to be applied in such a case. In other words he concludes, perhaps disappointingly
for some readers looking for the meaning of ”knowle‘dge”, that the questions raised about
knowledge will not be settled by agreeing what knowledge is, but by examiniqg in what ways
the term is applied and justified in particular cases. A negotiable, pragmatic position has been
reached rather than a more definitive account of knowledge.

« Ayer’s clear, questioning style gives a sense of direction for the reader to follow with any
- technical terms explained well along the way. This helps him achieve his aim of engaging the
general reader without oversimplifying matters. Perhaps a Weak area is his tre;atment of
states of mind, when it becomes rather confusing just what he is ready to accept or reject (pp.
16-17). On the other hand, this does reflect Ayer’s readiness to sympathetically consider other
arguments against his own which can be viewed posit"ively. Finally, the chapter prepares the

reader well for his examination of skepticism and certainty which follow.

Peter Unger, ‘A Defence of Skepticism’, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 80, No.2, 1971, pp.
198-219.

Un.ger’s paper, in an academic periodical, was intende‘d for an audience of philosophers and
students of the subject. The reader rﬁight therefore wpnder how serious Unger is when they
discover in the first footnote that he has written three recent articles against skepticism (p.
198). Perhaps Unger, like the Greek sophists, was delonstrating how he could rhetorically
argue both sides of an argument with equal skill and persuasiveness. Further reading of the
paper, however, reveals he had previously believed that his present thesis w:’:\s false; he has
changed his mind, at least regarding this form of skepticism (pp. 217-218).

In defending skepticism Unger draws on related fields including epistemology, analytic
philosophy, philosophy of language and elements of logic. His opening claims, are succinct
anq provocative in equal measure. They relate to how little, if anything, most peop]e know to
be the case regarding anything and even more specifigally that hardly anyone - if anyone at

all - knows that two numbers such as 45 and 56 added together are equal to 101 (p. 198).

Given such skepticism, Unger admits his claims and argumentation cannot themselves be
(]



shown to be true; his more modest aim being it would be at least reasonable to assume the
possibility of his thesis being true. :

. Unger introduces the words “know”, believe” and “true” and much of his argumentation
focuses on language, highlighting difficulties in its usbge when addressing the question of
what can be known. Taking “know” and "knowledge”.as terms of knowledge and assuming
the skepticism he is defending is correct, Unger asserts their usage leads to erroneous
judgements of believing something to be true when it is actually false. Such a conclusion is
why he thinks some philosophers, described sardonically as ‘sophisticated’, (p. 199)'are not
taking skepticism seriously.

A key element in his argument is the notion of ‘absolute terms’, containing a subset of
‘basic terms’ such as ‘flat’ and ‘certain’ (p. 199). These, when used in positi\)e assertions,
cannot map accurately onto a world with its inherent imperfections (nothing is absolutely flat
and when can someone be absolutely certain of something, such as when it is raining?). Even
absolute, but non-basic, terms, will be problematic, a:s when a real object is described as a
cube, or when it is asserted that someone knows it is raining. The terms “cube” and “knows”
rely partly on the absolute basic terms of flat (sides) &nd certainty (knows) respectively. He
stresses that the problems caused by assertions using such language are actually built into
narratives — systematically undermining claims to know something (p. 200).

Unger acknowledges two counter-arguments. The first that everyday experience should
highlight any systematic falsity of claims to know something, yet this is not the case;
experience seems to support correctness of knowledge claims. The second, more serious,
counter-argument asserts that if true, the skepticism he defends about knowledge terms
ma;kes them unique exceptions to all the other terms of language, which is implausible. Unger
dismisses the first of these objectio.ns briefly, appealing to what counts as false or true in
practice, arguing if a strictly false belief has no significant practical consequences (for example
a possibly false belief that you know elephants exist) then experience will not be at odds with
this belief and better to have a false belief rather than none in such practic§l situations (p.
201).

His response to the second objection distinguishes between absolute and relative terms
showing that knowledge terms are not exceptional, isolated examples of language leading to
error and that the problem is more widespread (pp. 202-207). Starting with the terms “flat”
and “bumpy” he argues that saying something is flat is to mean it is absolutely ﬂat. (hence 'an

4
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absolute term) whereas describing something as bumpy is to mean a degree of bumpiness or

¢ 3

curvature (hence a relative term). But could flat be seen as a relative term if something is
described as quite flat or nearly flat? Unger’s argument however rests on dem'onstrat;ng that
(flat\’is actually an absolute term and he shows that a paraphrase of someone saying something
is nearly flat is that it is close to being an absolute flat surface. The same paraphrase test does
not work with “bumpy” as it makes no sense to say something has a surface bumpiness close
to that of an absolute bumpiness. Furthermore flatness implies an absence of something
(bdmps/curves) and can always be prefaced by the rriodifier “absolutely”, neither of which
can be applied to the relative term ”Bumpy”. i
Crucially Unger maintains that every absolute term can be defined partially by relative
terms which are negative: something is flat only if it i¢ ‘not at all bumpy’ (p. 203). He furthes
claims these negative modifiers are logically necessary for absolute terms and will apply to
many other such absolute terms including “certain”, as when his paraphrase .test comparing
it to “confident” shows “confident” to mean ‘not so much as certain’ (p. 209). Having raised
questions about the use of absolute terms Unger, again invoking logical necessity, asserts that
an absolute term cannot be exceeded in what it purports; if a surface is flat, no other surface

can be flatter than it, likewise if someone is certain about something they cannot be more

certain about anything else. Unger juxtaposes feeling certain that 45 + 56 = 101, of the

\', existence of cars and of one’s own existence, concluding it is doubtful people can be more

o0 ; ; : : ; :
.+ certain of the arithmetical sum and existence of cars than their own existence, even as they

assert their certainty that cars exist (pp. 212-213). Judéement should therefore be suspended
regarding whether anyone is certain of anything, or hardly anything atall. t
His penultimate move is to link certainty with knowledge by adopting a traditional claim

that knowing something means being certain of it, as opposed to the view that justified belief |
is sufficient. By examining examples of casual exchanges that appear to indicate certainty is
not required he applies a principle that puts stress on a term like “knows” and links it with
“certainty”. Unger suggests ‘we might feel nothing contradictory at first in saying “He knows
it is raining, but he isn’t certain of it”’, but by applyilg emphasis, the statement ‘He really
khows that it is raining, but he isn’t‘ggtually certain of it’ (p. 216) uncovers the inconsistency
of the first statement, demonstratiﬁsg that knowledge ‘requires certaingﬁ. Unger now pulls the

threads of argument together. Having shown that it is plausible to assume that there is hardly

anything that anyone can be certain of, and someone can only know-something if certain of
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it, he concludes ‘That, in the case of every human being, there is hardly anything, if anything
at all, which the person knows to be so’ (p. 216).

: Unger’s paper is tightly argued, using paraphrase ‘and the notion of logical possibility to
do much supporting work especiaHy. when considering implications of using absolute terms
such as flat and crucially, the term “certain” when related to knowledge. However, his
important, plausible claim that if someone is certaih of something, they cannot be more
certain of sdmething else, does not address the situation where they are equally certain of

more than one thing which is at least as plausible unless one has a radical “Cartesian doubt”

- ‘regarding one’s own existence as opposed to motor vehicles. This weakens his chain of

argumentation. Unger’s use of paraphrase when laying stress on “know” and “certain” (p.
216) is also not very convincing. To claim ““He knows that it is raining, but he isn’t certain of
it”” does not sound contradictory (unless the key terms are stressed) lacks plausibil.ity. Finally,
if his defence of skepticism appears overly reliant on language use, logical finesse,

(particularly logical possrbrhtres) and arguably far remeved from real- world practrcal;tres he
o o,

- ok plerhaps... 10 ¥ RO; ¢
does admit in a later paper ’Perhaps practrcal matt‘urs will not be much affected’2 whlle strH :

maintaining that the consequences of skepticism should be further explored rather than )

dismissed. : ;

Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001)
[1912], Ch.9.

) L]
Russell’s short book examines some o7 the problems of philosophy which he could treat in a

positive and constructive way and is viewed generally as being accessible to an interested
non-philosopher and those familiar with the subject. Although he considers some
metaphysical issues, the problems of epistemology take up most of the book. Russell’s
examination of “Universals” in Chapter Nine follows a consideration of how knowledge of
general principles is possible in Chapters Seven and Eight. In these chapters he shows such
principles cannot be proved or disproved by experience; these include those of inference,

self-evident logical principles and a priori knowledge. Having established to his satisfaction

? Peter Unger, ‘An Argument For Skepticism’, Philosophic Exchange, Vol. 5: No. 1, Article 3, (1974), 131-155.
9



that these types of knowledge are possible without 'dependence of experiential proof, hé
nevertheless acknoWIedges that experience is the essential first step or catalyst for
discovering them. One such principle is relation and Russell’s example of ‘I am in my room’
(p. 51) highlights the problem of the word “in” as it clearly does not exist in the same sense
as “I” and “room” even though we have no problem understanding its meaning. Asserting
that such a relation belongs to neither the mental or physical world (p. 51) he will, in Chapter :
Nine, explore the nature of this world and that of things such as relations which appear to
exist in it. Groro O 4

Ruésell begins by considering what things or ‘entities’ (p. 52) share this world with
relations, before examining the nature of their existen‘ce. Plato’s theory of “forms” or “ideas”
is used by Russell, not only to show how old this philosophical problem is, but also to highligh%
Plato’s efforts to discover what “justice” is by examining distinctions batween 'specific
examples of “just” acts and the attempt in extracting from such acts the actual nature of
justice itself; that which is shared by the individual acts. This nature, or ‘essence’ (p. 52) is
what Plato terms a “form” or “idea” which, unlike particular things existing in the physical
world and subject to change, exists in a non-physical world with an unchanging and
permanent nature, considered more real than the physical world perceived by the senses.
Russell points out misconceptions regarding the terr;w “idea” (as existing in the mind, for
example), and uses the word ‘universal’ (p. 53) to st;nd instead for what Plato meant. He
further clarifies the distinction between those things,snamely ‘particulars’ (p. 53), which are;z
perceived by the senses, and universals as anything that is shared in commoﬁ by particulars,
as just acts were distinguished from what they shared, namely justice. The same distinction
holds between white objects and the ‘whiteness’ they share (p. 53). v

Russell considers various views about universals, prompting him to criticise the view of
philosophers like Spinoza who rejected (or failed to recognise) universals pertaining to
relations because their attention was focussed on questioning the universals of qualities or
préperties of particular things. Language is signific‘ant for Russell, with adjectives and
common nouns usually denoting q.ualities and properties whilst prepositions and verbs
express relations between things (p. 54). He concedes it may not be possible to actually prove
that universals exist for properties but argues persudsively, contra Berkeley and Hume, for

the crucial role of resemblance (a form of relation) in judging whether two or more .objects



v
are triangular or white. The question remains: how, or in what way, such a universal exists if

not as something in our mind? . H

Russell argués the case for mind independence using the proposition ‘Edinburgh is north
of London’ (p. 55) to show the relationship holds even if we were ignorant of the fact, and
appeals to logic in claiming that as nothing mental is ;Jresupposed in the fact, it follows that
because the relational universal ‘north of is part of this fact it also cannot be dependent on
thought - even if it is recognised through thought. Russell now becomes much more
speculative as he struggles to pin down the nature and being of the universal that does not
exist in space, time, material or mental worlds, concluding it exists ‘Nowhere and nowhen’ (p.
56) while maintaining it is something. If this sounds like a step towards mysticism, his
suggestion that universals ‘subsist’, ‘have a timeless being’, and are unchangeable and a
delight to those who ‘love perfection more than ‘life’ (p. 57), certainly suggests the
otherworldliness associated with the mystical. However, Russell tries to bring the reader back
down to earth by insisting that at least the world of tbe physical and mental existing in time

v

is indeed real, while contrasting its fleeting, disorganised nature with that other real world of
universals. ' :
Earlier in the chapter Russell warned about Plato’s “ideas” leading to mysticism with the
temptation to think these ideas ‘exist in heaven’, (p. 53) and that he will examine the theory
(substituting universals for ideas) logically. Despite his effort, the timeless, eternal and perfect
world in which universals seem to have their being bears more than a little resemblance (itself
a universal) to many people’s view of heaven. So aithough his declaration in the book’s
Preface (p. xvii) that theory of knowledge will occup;y more space than metaphysics, the
reader discovers at the close of Chapter Nine that a metaphysical mystery and conundrum
lies at the very centre of the nature of universals. ‘ 3
Russel’s writing and argumentation is clear and mostly jargon-free, a style suit'ed to a
general introduction to universals. His substitution of “universal” to stand for what Plato

meant by “idea” (p. 53) might be expedient but does assume he knows what Plato meant,

which is arguably an assumption too far3. Overall, however, the chapter is a good grounding

’ See ‘Does Plato change his mind about Forms?’ https://pjato\sta'nford.edu/entries/pia‘gg[ Accessed

26/11/2020. .




and preparation for the next which deals with the ways knowledge of universals is gained and

clarifies the notion of a priori knowledge.
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Anthony Gottlieb, ‘The Man Who Searched for Himself: Heraclitus’, in The Dream 'of Reason,
(London: Penguin, 2001), Ch.3.

'

Gottlieb’s history of Western philosophy, from the Greeks to the Renaissance, is aimed at a
general readership, yet well researched with extensive end notes (containing bibliographical
and fragment references) plus a detailed index. He‘doubts philosophy existed as a well
defined subject histérically and is inclined to view philosophy as a particular kind of
inquisitiveness, sympathising with William James’ definition of ‘a particularly stubborn effort
to think clearly’ (p. ix). Although he may not be viewed as a “professional philosopher”
academically speakmg@(havmg a journalism background), his credentials include graduate
and postgraduate philosophy degrees and a ten year spell as Visiting Scholar at New York
University Philosophy Department.

In eleven pages Gottlieb introduces, contextualides and explains the main themes of
Heraclitus’ contribution to philosophy, not an easy task especially given the highly enigmatic
nature of this contribution. He titles Chapter 3, 'The Man Who Searched for Himself:
Heraclitus’ (p. 41), empha5|5|ng Heraclitus’ inner searching alongside the external world o;‘
nature. Gottlieb acknowledges the problems regarding the enigmatic nature of Heraclitus’
surviving fragment works before contrasting his approach with Thales, Anaximander and
Anaximenes. Accepting a shared interest with the three Milesians regarding physical events
he points to Heraclitus’ lack of useful contributions in this field and his belief that the universe
had always existed, against the Milesians’ claim of creation at one time, out of a particular
substance (p. 43).

Gottlieb stresses Heraclitus’ emphasis on consideri‘ng the inner world as well as the outer
one, quoting the fragmént: 1 went in search of myself’ (p. 43). He argues that Heraclitus
thought the same principles applied to humans as they did to nature, therefore introspection
would throw light on the outer world, the importance of this inner self being encapsul'ated by
Heraclitus’ phrase ‘Man’s character is his fate’ (p. 43). He further conjectures'that Heraclitus

may have been the first to view thought and perception as arising from the human soul
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