Heraclitus: knowledge and the doctrine of flux

Logos
Heraclitus (500 BC) was best known for his doctrines that things are constantly changing, that opposites coincide and that fire is the basic material of the world. 

Writing in riddles, Heraclitus presents paradoxical truths which he believed could explain the nature of things according to the logos, the objective principle of order in the world. When Heraclitus talks of logos, he’s making a point about the rational coherence underlying our experiences. Logos is the objective explanatory rationale of the world; a rationale which most people fail to recognise: 
‘With this logos which is for ever human people are out of touch both before they hear it and once first they have heard it; for although all things take place in accordance with this logos… it eludes… people what they are doing when they are awake, just as it eludes them what they do when asleep’.

(Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians).

For Heraclitus, those who investigate nature without understanding the logos only gain access to their own subjective worlds, not to the real, objective one. In observing and trying to understand the world we should not simply gather facts, but rather in order to obtain any knowledge from these facts we must understand how they relate to the logos.
Flux
Heraclitus was seen as committed to the thesis that everything flows and nothing stays still or the doctrine of universal flux:

‘We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not’. 
A river may appear to be a permanent entity, but closer inspection reveals that it continually changes. However, the river image also suggests a unity that depends on balance in change. It’s an example of a dynamic system that’s constantly changing but which still has its own law of organisation and existence. 

The doctrine of flux is probably not that ultimate reality IS change, but that change is the manner in which ultimate reality, logos, manifests itself. 
The physical world
Natural changes in the world are balanced and regular, and the cause of this balance is fire, fire being the original substance and the common constituent of things. Fire is the fundamental substance uniting all things. Fire is transformed into other substances in changing processes that maintain the world as we know it. Fire changes into water, water into earth. The proportions of each resulting substance are the same as the corresponding amount of fire (thus giving balance and order to the world). 

Unity of opposites
The substances of the cosmic cycle are related as opposites to one another—yet the opposites have a deep unity embodied in the tensions between them or in the process that transforms one into the other. PROCESS of change—identified with the principle of order in the world. 

· ‘The path up and the path down is one and the same’.

·  ‘The sea is most pure and most polluted water: for fish, drinkable and life-preserving; for men, undrinkable and death-dealing’.

· ‘Immortals are mortals, mortals immortals: living their death, dying their life’.

There is a unity beneath the surface appearance of things which depends on a balance / harmony between opposites. 
Knowledge

Plato held that for Heraclitus knowledge is made impossible by the flux of sensible objects. Similarly, Aristotle attributes to Heraclitus the doctrine of radical flux that caused others to develop theories to justify the possibility of knowledge in an otherwise Heraclitean world. 

But, according to the traditional view, Plato confused the flux doctrine of Heraclitus with the more radical doctrine of Cratylus. Unlike his follower, Cratylus, Heraclitus recognised some stability in an ever-changing cosmos. He does not postulate change without an underlying unity. Further, Heraclitus does not reject the wisdom that comes from a proper understanding of the world. Certainly, he believes that most people are not capable of wisdom; for him, understanding is a rare and precious commodity, which even the most reputed sages do not attain. Yet wisdom is possible and it’s embodied in Heraclitus’ message, for those who can discern it.
Heraclitus accepts the evidence of the senses as in some way valuable. Yet in contrast to those who view knowledge as an accumulation of information or wisdom as a collection of sayings, it requires much more than sensation and memory. What is needed is not simply more sense experience or more information, but an improved way of comprehending the world—one that involves the intellect, not just direct observation.
Use of language

Heraclitus appears to be the first thinker to show an interest in language and its relation to reality.
1. Consider ‘We step and we do not step into the same rivers’ or ‘Upon those who step into the same rivers, different and again different waters flow’.

The expression ‘same river’ is ambiguous: it can mean (a) a stream of fresh water flowing along a definite course. It can be defined geographically. The River Thames can be defined precisely as that stream originating at point A and finishing at point B. It can also mean (b) the same body of water comprising precisely the same molecules. So under description (a) we CAN step into the same river twice. Under description (b) we CANNOT. So you step into different water but the same river. The river changes (in physical composition) but remains the same (geographical identity). So something can be the same in one sense and different in another sense. 

2. Heraclitus arranges words so that they play two different roles in the syntax of the sentence. Consider ‘Tainted with blood they purify themselves… as if someone who stepped into mud were cleansed with mud’.
‘With blood’ is placed between ‘tainted’ and ‘they purify themselves’ in such a way that it can function equally well with either. This draws our attention to the fact that people are purified with the very stuff with which they were first polluted. It’s important to Heraclitus’ message that one and same word belongs in both contexts: i.e. ‘Tainted with blood, they purify themselves’ and ‘Tainted, they purify themselves with blood’. 

Sample fragments 
1. ‘Eternity is a child at play, playing draughts: the kingdom is a child’s’.
2. ‘The path of the carding-combs is straight and crooked’.
3. ‘The path up and down is one and the same’.
4. ‘We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not’.
5. ‘The sea is most pure and most polluted water: for fish, drinkable and life-preserving; for men, undrinkable and death-dealing’.
6. ‘Immortals are mortals, mortals immortals: living their death, dying their life’.
7. ‘The thunderbolt steers all things’
8. ‘A man when drunk is led by a boy, stumbling, not knowing where he goes, his soul moist’.
9. ‘A dry soul is the wisest and best’.
10. ‘Hearing they do not understand, like the deaf.  Of them does the saying bear witness: 'present, they are absent’’. 
11. ‘This world, which is the same for all, no one of gods or men has made. But it always was, is, and will be: an ever-living Fire, with measures of it kindling, and measures going out.’
12. ‘To those who are awake, there is one world in common, but of those who are asleep, each is withdrawn to a private world of his own.’
13. ‘For men to have whatever they wish, would not be well. Sickness makes health pleasant and good; hunger, plenty; weariness, rest.’
14. ‘For what thought or wisdom have they? They follow the poets and take the crowd as their teacher, knowing not that ‘the many are bad and few good’’.
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