[image: ]

Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment Coversheet & Feedback Form

[Please insert this coversheet as the first page of the assignment you are submitting]

	For completion by the student:
Student Name:                    Alyson Blamey

	
Module code: CSPH7040


	Student University Number:

1804745
	Educational support needs:
Yes/No

	
Module title: Knowledge and Culture

	
	

	
Module tutor: Dr Rebekah Humphreys

	
Assignment title:  How (if at all) is knowledge possible in the light of the Heraclitean doctrine of flux?


	
Assignment due date: 31st August 2020 by 2pm

	
I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Name …[image: ]…………………………………………………………


	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board










For completion by Marker 1:
Comments:

	Marker 1 signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2 / Moderator:

Comments:












	Marker 2 / Moderator signature:
	Date:

	
External Examiner’s comments (if relevant):














	External Examiner signature:
	Date:




This essay will attempt to explore the ideas of Heraclitus focussing particularly on his ideas around knowledge and if it is possible to acquire knowledge despite the notion of flux. Foundational to this is an exploration of the view of logos and its importance to Heraclitus’s philosophy. The philosophy of Heraclitus will be contrasted with that of Parmenides and will be supported briefly by that of Nietzsche.

Heraclitus (c.540 – c.480 BCE) was one of many of the Presocratic group of philosophers which started with Thales (c.624 BCE) and ended with Socrates (469 – 399 BCE). 
The Presocratics made a definitive departure from the established mythological accounts of life towards the more rational explanations of the workings of the cosmos.
Each of the Presocratic philosophers had ideas about what constituted the first principle (arche) of the cosmos. Thales believed water to be the primary source of all things whereas, in contrast, Anaximenes (c.546 - c.528 BCE) believed it to be air and whilst Heraclitus gave importance to fire in his view of the cosmos, it was his ideas about reality and knowledge which makes him prominent in Greek philosophy.
Heraclitus grew up in Ephesus in Asia Minor which at that time was flourishing under Persian rule. He is reported to have been from an aristocratic family and was thought to show prejudice towards what he calls ‘the mob’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robinson (1987) p.1] 

It is thought that Heraclitus may have written a single book, possibly called ‘On Nature’ (Diogenes Laertius 9.5) but this remains heavily debated by scholars. What we do have are fragments and Ancient Testimonia. 

Heraclitus did not simply accept the framework explaining the cosmos that was developed by the Milesians before him (especially Anaximander and Xenophanes): that the world came to be by some form of cosmic development but sought to question it. According to Graham (2008),[footnoteRef:2] Heraclitus will not ‘advance a cosmogony. Nor will he focus on technical explanations and detailed accounts of the world.’ It is thought that Heraclitus was perhaps the first philosopher who was concerned with the human condition and how humans perceived and interacted with the world around them.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  The Oxford Handbook of Presocratic Philosophy]  [3:  This is the view expressed by Kahn, “his real subject is not the physical world but the human condition, the condition of mortality” Khan, the Art and Thought of Heraclitus, 23:] 

The notion of logos is foundational to Heractlitus’ epistemological philosophy but it can have many interpretations such as being a ‘rational ordering and unifying of the cosmos’; it can mean an ‘account’, ‘reason’, ‘measure’, or ‘proportion’. 
‘But of this account, which holds forever, people forever prove uncomprehending, both before they have heard it and when once they have heard it. For, although all things happen in accordance with this account, they are like people without experience when they experience words and deeds such as I set forth, distinguishing each thing according to real constitution, i.e., pointing out how it is. The rest of mankind, however, fail to be aware of what they do after they wake up just as they forget what they will do whilst asleep.’ (fragment 1).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Fr.1, trans. Robinson. Throughout this essay the word “fragments” will be used to describe the various sayings of Heraclitus. The fragment number is indicated by their standard Diels number and the translation is taken from T.M. Robinson.] 

‘The logos is the primary object of knowledge in Heraclitus’ epistemology.’[footnoteRef:5] For Heraclitus it is something that nobody understands even when they have heard it. We are unaware of the logos even though evidence for it is all around us. Heraclitus has little confidence; it seems in the open-mindedness of ordinary people or their abilities to comprehend what is before them. He suggests that most people appear happy with a blurred account of what is real whereas his account (perhaps his logos) makes careful distinctions, searching out the real and looking for the way things are really constituted rather than the way they appear to be. Fragment 34, highlights this further when he says: [5:  Curd, P. (1991). KNOWLEDGE AND UNITY IN HERACLITUS. The Monist 74(4), 531-549. Retrieved August 30, 2020, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/27903261] 

‘uncomprehending, even when they have heard, they are like deaf people. The saying ‘absent while present’ fits them well.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Fr.34, trans. Robinson] 

The logos that Heraclitus is trying to get people to listen to is one that he claims will explain everything and he uses the word phusis or ‘nature’ to highlight this. A further fragment expands on this, ‘Hearing not me, but the logos, it is wise to agree that all things are one.’ Heraclitus is saying that we shouldn’t listen to him, because it is him who is saying these things but because it is true. The second part of the phrase, ‘…all things are one’ confirms that Heraclitus was a material monist, the idea that everything is in some sense a unity and this will become evermore important to how he believes the universe is ordered.

Heraclitus appears to suggest that his ‘ordered’ world always ‘was, is and will be’ and calls it ‘an everliving fire, being kindled in measures and being put out in measures’ (fragment 30). [footnoteRef:7]Different interpretations exist of this fragment which could be taken to mean that the world is composed of fire and not merely that its ordered processes are somehow symbolised or representative of the activities of fire. Heraclitus was part of the hylozoic tradition[footnoteRef:8] and this relates well to his use of the word ‘everliving’ to represent fire.  [7:  Fr.30, trans. Robinson]  [8:  The philosophical point of view that matter is in some sense alive. The idea dates back to the Milesian school of Presocratic thought but the term itself was given by the English philosopher Ralph Cudworth in 1678.] 


Graham (2004) gives an account of fragments 31a and 31b that assists in supporting the idea that the fire is ‘everliving’ as a direct consequence of its changeableness. In fragments 31a and 31b, ‘Heraclitus tells us about the changes that fire, and other substances, undergo ‘fire’s turnings: first, sea, and of sea half is earth and half burner’ (fragment 31a) and that’ sea is poured forth from earth, and is measured in the same proportion as existed before it became earth’ (fragment 31b).[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Fr 31a, Fr31b, trans. Robinson] 

Heraclitus is saying that fire turns into water and water into earth. Then half of the water turns back into fire and half back into earth. These seemingly complex changes allude to the notion that the world will always contain the same amounts of fire, water and earth – they will not be the same fire, water and earth because they are always changing but the proportions and amounts will always be the same (by kindling and being quenched) thereby creating a unity of stability.
This starts to give us the idea that Heraclitus’s view of the world is one that has permanence and stability due to the ongoing renewal of its many parts. 

Parmenides of Elea, active in the early part of the 5th Century BCE, believed that unity (a unity of Being -of what exists) is all there is and consequently rejected any experience of the world that tells us that there are many things. For Parmenides, reality itself is one and nothing ever changes or moves. Multiplicity of everything is simply an illusion and Parmenides wrote this in the form of a poem. For Parmenides it is all about ‘being’, but Heraclitus rejects this view and eradicates ‘being’. In contrast, Heraclitus doesn’t attempt to set about establishing the nature of all reality by some abstract notion, rather he makes observations about the world using his ears and eyes to observe and learns the laws that appear to govern the world, passing those onto us in the fragments. 
The previous Milesian thought that dominated the sixth century sought order and sought to explain how change in the world could be derived from a single source and it led to ontological dualism.[footnoteRef:10]The Milesians tried to reconnect the differences between Being (stable and enduring) and Becoming (beings in flux). For Thales (water) and Anaximenes (air) how do both water and air transform into other elements? For Heraclitus, ‘becoming’ is the key and this relieves the issue wrestled with by the Milesians. If there is no Being then there is no difficulty with the relationship between things of Becoming and the arche (Roochnik, 2004). [10:  The division of reality into two distinct categories.] 


Heraclitus doesn’t appear to be saying that reality is one and not multiple, what he is saying is that there is unity in multiplicity.  A more dynamic principle consisting of contrasting or conflicting interactions between opposites. According to Adamson (2014), ‘Heraclitus stresses the unity here because he thinks this is the aspect of reality that tends to escape us. We go through life not hearing the logos because our limited vision only takes in one little bit of the world at a time. Heraclitus’ philosophy is designed to teach us to see all of nature – everything there is- as one unified whole, but a whole which includes many different things.’[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Adamson (2014), p.32                ] 


The Theaetetus, one of Plato’s dialogues on the concept of knowledge considers, amongst other philosophical issues, the Heraclitean Flux. The main character, as in most of Plato’s dialogues is Socrates who is in conversation with a young boy, Theaetetus and his mathematician, Theodorus. The dialogue seeks to answer the question, ‘What is knowledge (episteme)?’ and is divided into four sections: knowledge is the various arts and sciences; knowledge is perception; knowledge is true judgement; and knowledge is true judgement with an ‘account’ (logos).[footnoteRef:12] [12:  www.iep.utm.edu ] 

The Theaetetus sets up an opposition between Parmenides’s unity theory and the flux theory of Heraclitus. Cratylus is known to have been a follower of Heraclitus and is well-known for having held the belief that it is impossible to name anything, because it is always changing, flowing away before your very eyes. It is believed that both Cratylus and perhaps as a result, Plato misinterpreted Heraclitus. Heraclitus wanted people to have insight into how the world changes, but Plato rejected this. Plato wanted things that you can know to be stable and for them not to display intrinsic opposition to each other. So, for Plato this rules out many of the things you may come across in everyday life as objects of knowledge. Plato’s answer to the flux and constant change evident in Heraclitus’ theory is resolved for him by the introduction of two worlds: the ‘real’ world of the Forms that are perfect and unchanging and the world around us which is an imperfect copy of the world of Forms. The imperfect world is illusory and therefore things have the appearance of change.

This position was further taken up by the 19th century German philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel whose ‘dialectically dynamic model of nature and history made it a fundamental aspect of the nature of reality’[footnoteRef:13] and relies on a contradictory process between opposing sides. Hegel reintroduced the idea that dialectical movement was the essence of things. He believed that Heraclitus’s conception of opposing forces coming together was the first time someone understood (what was to become) the Hegelian Dialectic[footnoteRef:14] – a thesis, giving rise to a reaction; an antithesis, which contradicts or negates the thesis; and the tension between the two by means of a synthesis. Hegel’s view is that contradictions are inherent in and internal to things and this ultimately derives from Heraclitus and his belief in the Unity of Opposites. [13:  https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Dialectic]  [14:  As stated by Heinrich Moritz Chalybaus] 


One of the most well-known fragments attributed to Heraclitus is his river fragment:
‘As they step into the same rivers, different and still different waters flow upon them’ (fragment 12).[footnoteRef:15] This has often been interpreted more commonly as ‘you cannot step into the same river twice.’ [15:  Fr.12, trans. Robinson] 

What is important here is the contrast and connection between ‘same rivers’ and ‘different waters.’ Heraclitus saw reality as composed of contraries and it seems as though he is purposefully drawing our attention to the fact that rivers and waters are not identical and can therefore contain different properties and that this is not a contradiction but part of his belief in the Unity of Opposites.
I live in a city that has a river, the River Severn running through it. The River Severn is the longest river in the UK at 220 miles long, flows through Shropshire, Worcestershire and Gloucestershire; starts in Wales and discharges into the Bristol Channel. In essence the River Severn is a series of waters flowing down from the mountains to the sea and the very properties of every river in the world are to be made up of moving waters that are continuously renewed. A river would cease to have the properties of all rivers if no water flowed into it and it became a dry riverbed. We can see clearly then that what constitutes the stability of the river (and contributes to the properties of what we think of as a river) are due to the constantly changing waters that flow through it. This is further illustrated by the philosopher David Hume in his work the Treatise of Human Nature:
‘Thus, as a nature of a river consists in the motion and change of parts; tho’ in less than four and twenty hours these be totally alter’d; this hinders not the river from continuing the same during several ages.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Hume, D., Treatise of Human Nature (1888)] 

It seems, therefore, that Heraclitus is not saying that because the water that flows in the river is always changing, that the river changes and by extension everything is changing. What he is saying is that because the waters are always changing, the river remains constant. It is difficult though to comprehend how stability can be built on a foundation of change and it raises interesting questions about identity.
Identities are created through flux – a river would not be a river if it didn’t flow. But at what point does x stop being x – at what point does flux change or destroy identity…

Flux has to be seen in the light of the Unity of Opposites. People go from being asleep to being awake and we can suggest therefore that as a general principle that things survive by being in tension.
‘As the same thing in us is living and dead and the waking and the sleeping and the young and old. For the latter having changed around, are the former, and the former, having changed around are back again to being the latter’ (fragment 88). [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Fr.88, trans. Robinson] 

So, contrary qualities are found in us but ‘as the same thing’ but not at the same time or in the same way. There is a system of connectedness whereby we possess incompatible properties not at the same time, but at different times.

We all adopt various attitudes towards the world. For example, we might form the opinion that there is chocolate or crisps in the cupboard, or we might form a desire to have a cheese sandwich. We commit ourselves both to how the world is and also to how we would like it to be. In holding the opinion that there is cheese in the fridge, we commit ourselves to believing that the world is a particular way: that there is cheese in the fridge. To desire to have a cheese sandwich, we commit ourselves to how we would like the world to be: we have a cheese sandwich.
However, it is possible to believe that there is cheese in the fridge (or chocolate in the cupboard) even if there is no cheese in the fridge, but it is not possible to know that there is cheese in the fridge unless there really is cheese in the fridge.
It is necessary, therefore, to recognise that knowledge is more important than belief so that the view we take of the world matches up with how the world is.
However, if you believe that there is cheese in the fridge and your belief is true, then there is cheese in the fridge. Knowledge differs from true belief in that when you know, and don’t merely have a belief that is true, your view about the world is appropriately anchored in how the world really is. You might actually know that there is cheese in the fridge rather than just believe there is because you have seen the cheese in the fridge. You might have even touched the cheese or moved it to get at something else. Our experience of seeing the cheese and/or touching it is what grounds our view. But in order to explore knowledge and what it means to ‘know something’ we have to be able to distinguish knowing from merely believing something.
We might come to know things in a variety of ways. It is possible to know that there is cheese in the fridge by seeing it, by remembering that it is there or by being told that there is cheese in the fridge by someone else who knows. We may also make a judgement based on deductive inference (knowing that I always order cheese with my online supermarket delivery, my delivery has been and therefore I can deduce that there is cheese in my fridge) – so by, experience, memory, testimony and deductive reasoning. It is difficult to appreciate from reading Heraclitus, how he believes that we can come to ‘know’ something rather than just have a belief about how the world is.
Heraclitus tells us that the accumulation of information should not be thought of as knowledge. Heractlitus attacks Hesiod, Pythagoras, Xenophanes and Hecataeus in fragment 40 for learning but not understanding:
‘A lot of learning does not teach understanding; it would have so taught Hesiod and Pythagoras, or for that matter Xenophanes and Hecataeus.’ [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Fr.40, trans. Robinson] 

So, whilst we may have a true belief about something, this is not enough to constitute knowledge; additional understanding, insight and reflection is demanded.
This suggests that any beliefs that we hold need to be integrated into an instructive whole, and that by understanding this we come into knowledge about the reality of the world: how it truly is. This knowledge is then identified as the knowledge of the logos which illuminates all the connectedness of all things in the world. As Curd states, ‘to see the connection is to understand why the belief is true; to exhibit that connection is to justify and to explain.’[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Curd, P. (1991)] 

This is further supported by fragment 57, ‘For very many people Hesiod is teacher. They are certain he knew a great number of things – he who continually failed to recognise day and night! For they are one.’ [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Fr.57, trans. Robinson] 

Heraclitus is questioning the depth of Hesiod’s knowledge in this fragment. True knowledge, as we have seen, involves understanding and recognising the whole. If Hesiod, according to Heraclitus, had true knowledge he would recognise that day and night are opposites which form a unity, a connection within the whole and by extension he also fails to understand the logos.
We have seen that it is not enough to simply gather information in order to have knowledge, Graham discusses Heraclitus’ use of ‘verbal representations, logoi, that stand for complex relationships capable of being grasped.’[footnoteRef:21] He goes on to say that this is an example of ‘representing the world inductively’ and goes onto give an example of the duck-rabbit representation.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Graham, D.W (2002), p.182]  [22:  Ludwig Wittgenstein used a duck-rabbit image in his Philosophical Investigations (1953) to illustrate aspect perception. The image can be seen in two ways as either a duck or as a rabbit. It draws our attention to the fact that we see different aspects all the time, though we may not always recognise that we are doing so. This has implications for whether we can ever really see something as it truly is.] 

Heraclitus provides us with many images recognising that the road up and down is the same, that rivers are the same despite the ever-changing waters and these pictures provide us with a visual which represents a general truth about life.
Again, Graham (2002) writes about how the image of the road can represent to us ‘patterns of daily activity’, human life and death and change (physical, psychological and emotional). 
Heraclitus believes that not only is knowledge possible but its specific and most significant object – the ‘plan’ that directs the workings of the universe – in fact exhausts the plenitude of wisdom (fragment 41).
Acquisition of knowledge, however, is problematic and many of Heraclitus’s fragments illuminate these difficulties for us. He warns us in fragment 104 that an uncritical acceptance of the words of ‘popular bards’ will give us nothing; nor will making ‘random conjectures about the most important matters’ (fragment 47).

Heraclitus tells us though in fragment 2 to, ‘…follow that which is common or universal. Though they account is common, the many live, however, as though they had a private understanding’ and is further elaborated in fragment 114, ‘those who speak with insight must base themselves firmly on that which is common to all, as a city does upon law- and much more firmly! For all human laws are nourished by one, the divine. For it holds sway to the extent that it wishes, and suffices for all, and is still left over.’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Fr.2, fr.114, trans. Robinson] 


The logos is common to all and what is common is insight. It seems clear then that an additional aspect of the logos is that includes the act of thinking or reflection. This logos – the law by which the world is ordered, and which can be understood by humans is common to all. Heraclitus proposes that the logos also has a material embodiment which we can get through physical means (sensory organs and through breathing).
Fragment 55 states that, ‘whatever things are objects of sight, hearing and experience- these things I hold in higher esteem’ and fragment 101a, ‘eyes are more accurate witnesses than are ears.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Trans. Robinson] 

We must not amass evidence without the nous to draw the right conclusions from them. We could argue then that the senses are the primary modes of communication with the logos outside. 
Guthrie (1962) says, ‘In sleep we each retire into a private world. No one shares our dreams as our waking experiences are shared. And dreams are unreal. Thus, for Heraclitus three ideas are essentially connected: a) living as if one had a private wisdom of one’s own b) falsehood c) sleep and dreams. To retire into your own world is to starve the rational element by shutting it off from the universal and true logos on which it should feed. The many who do this are, compared to a man with an insight into the common logos, like sleepers compared to a man awake.’

It may be tempting to suppose that Heraclitus was an empiricist. He believes in the world as an ordered whole, both spatially and temporally but it is our understanding and reflection on our experiences which assist us to comprehend the logos. Despite the seeming endorsement of sensory perceptions in the fragments of 55 and 101a above, knowledge of the logos should not be founded on our senses. There may be some element of truth of the logos to be found through our sensory experiences, but our experiences only grasp bits of the truth and not wholes. So, it is necessary to have an understanding of the manifestation of the logos in the world whilst also understanding the logos. Heraclitus’ world is one of ‘becoming’ that is evident to those who are not swayed by ‘being’ and permanence.

The nineteenth-century philosopher Fredrich Nietzsche wrote positively about Heraclitus and stated:
‘With highest respect, I except the name of Heraclitus. When the rest of the philosophic folk rejected the testimony of the senses because they showed multiplicity and change, he rejected their testimony because they showed things as if they had permanence and unity. Heraclitus too did the senses an injustice. They neither lie in the way the Eleatics believed, nor as he believed – they do not lie at all. What we make of their testimony, that alone introduces lies; for example, the lie of unity, the lie of thinghood, of substance, of permanence. “Reason” is the cause of our falsification of the testimony of the senses. Insofar as the senses show becoming, passing away, and change, they do not lie. But Heraclitus will remain eternally right with his assertion that being is an empty fiction. The “apparent” world is only one: the “true” world is merely added by a lie.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Nietzsche in Twilight of the Idols: Or, How One Philosophises with a Hammer.] 


Nietzsche further writes: ‘Heraclitus proclaimed: “I see nothing other than becoming. Be not deceived. It is the fault of your own myopia, not of the nature of things, if you believe you see land somewhere in the ocean of coming-to-be and passing away. You use names for things as though they rigidly, persistently endured: yet even the stream into which you step a second time is not the one you stepped into before.”’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Nietzsche (1962), pp. 51-2] 

Roochnik (2004), explores the notion of Nietzsche’s use of the word “myopia” which he calls the ‘weakness of sight which is reflected in ordinary language’ (p.33). Roochnik goes on to discuss how language and especially our use of nouns mislead us for they suggest ‘the existence of stable entities in the world.’[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Roochnik. (2004)] 

Like all living creatures an animal is always changing and will eventually, sooner or later die but calling what we know to be a ‘horse’ not only refers to an individual horse but to all horses and the noun ‘horse’ suggests that the species ‘horse’ will continue to endure.
So, as all horses come-into-being and then die we are tempted into being myopic in believing the continued existence of horses. But nothing endures, not this horse, that horse or the species ‘horse’.
The implications of believing that change is happening all the time and that nothing endures is significant. It can lead us to think that nothing has any value at all and ultimately has consequences for the possibility of logos itself and brings into question if there can ever be a rational account of what we know or believe to know. If everything is changing and nothing is stable, how is knowledge of anything possible?
Heraclitus shows us many examples in his writings of how there is unity within change and how the tension between opposites work together to create stability but he offers no practical advice on how to recognise the world as it really is or indeed how we would actually know if and when we did.
Heraclitus tells us that the world is knowable because it is a structured whole and structures are inherently knowable, and he tells us that our souls share in logos.[footnoteRef:28] Graham (2008) writes that ,’the soul can recognise structure because it is itself a structured whole’ and he goes on to say that there is ‘isomorphism between the knower and the known inasmuch as they share a structure. Heraclitus’s juxtaposition of the river (object of knowledge) and the wader (knower) suggests a common structure.’ (p.184) [28:  Fr36, Fr45, Fr115. Trans. Robinson] 


We are exhorted therefore by Heraclitus to ‘awaken’ by understanding; by thinking for ourselves and employing our reason to see the world as it truly is and in this, perhaps take comfort in recognising and accepting that everything changes. Through change and tension comes harmony and a balancing of the world and perhaps this is the only true knowledge that we can have.
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