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There is also a lot of good discussion at the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy:

2. Theory of Knowledge
Heraclitus sees the great majority of human beings as lacking understanding:

Quote

Of this Word’s being forever do men prove to be uncomprehending, both before they
hear and once they have heard it. For although all things happen according to this
Word they are like the unexperienced experiencing words and deeds such as I explain
when I distinguish each thing according to its nature and declare how it is. Other men
are unaware of what they do when they are awake just as they are forgetful of what
they do when they are asleep. (DK22B1)

Most people sleep-walk through life, not understanding what is going on about them. Yet
experience of words and deeds can enlighten those who are receptive to their meaning. (The
opening sentence is ambiguous: does the ‘forever’ go with the preceding or the following
words? Heraclitus prefigures the semantic complexity of his message.)

On the one hand, Heraclitus commends sense experience: “The things of which there is sight,
hearing, experience, I prefer” (DK22B55). On the other hand, “Poor witnesses for men are their
eyes and ears if they have barbarian souls” (DK22B107). A barbarian is one who does not speak
the Greek language. Thus while sense experience seems necessary for understanding, if we do
not know the right language, we cannot interpret the information the senses provide. Heraclitus
does not give a detailed and systematic account of the respective roles of experience and
reason in knowledge. But we can learn something from his manner of expression.

Describing the practice of religious prophets, Heraclitus says, “The Lord whose oracle is at
Delphi neither reveals nor conceals, but gives a sign” (DK22B93). Similarly, Heraclitus does not
reveal or conceal, but produces complex expressions that have encoded in them multiple
messages for those who can interpret them. He uses puns, paradoxes, antitheses, parallels,
and various rhetorical and literary devices to construct expressions that have meanings beyond
the obvious. This practice, together with his emphasis on the Word (Logos) as an ordering
principle of the world, suggests that he sees his own expressions as imitations of the world with
its structural and semantic complexity. To read Heraclitus the reader must solve verbal puzzles,
and to learn to solve these puzzles is to learn to read the signs of the world. Heraclitus stresses
the inductive rather than the deductive method of grasping the world, a world that is rationally
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structured, if we can but discern its shape.

For those who can discern it, the Word has an overriding message to impart: “Listening not to
me but to the Word it is wise to agree that all things are one” (DK22B50). It is perhaps
Heraclitus’s chief project to explain in what sense all things are one.

3. The Doctrine of Flux and the Unity of Opposites
According to both Plato and Aristotle, Heraclitus held extreme views that led to logical
incoherence. For he held that (1) everything is constantly changing and (2) opposite things are
identical, so that (3) everything is and is not at the same time. In other words, Universal Flux
and the Identity of Opposites entail a denial of the Law of Non-Contradiction. Plato indicates the
source of the flux doctrine: “Heraclitus, I believe, says that all things go and nothing stays, and
comparing existents to the flow of a river, he says you could not step twice into the same river”
(Cratylus 402a = DK22A6).

What Heraclitus actually says is the following:

Quote

On those stepping into rivers staying the same other and other waters flow. (DK22B12)

There is an antithesis between ‘same’ and ‘other.’ The sentence says that different waters flow
in rivers staying the same. In other words, though the waters are always changing, the rivers
stay the same. Indeed, it must be precisely because the waters are always changing that there
are rivers at all, rather than lakes or ponds. The message is that rivers can stay the same over
time even though, or indeed because, the waters change. The point, then, is not that
everything is changing, but that the fact that some things change makes possible the continued
existence of other things. Perhaps more generally, the change in elements or constituents
supports the constancy of higher-level structures.As for the alleged doctrine of the Identity of
Opposites, Heraclitus does believe in some kind of unity of opposites. For instance, “God is day
night, winter summer, war peace, satiety hunger . . .” (DK22B67). But if we look closer, we see
that the unity in question is not identity:

Quote

As the same thing in us is living and dead, waking and sleeping, young and old. For
these things having changed around are those, and conversely those having changed
around are these. (DK22B88)

The second sentence in B88 gives the explanation for the first. If F is the same as G because F
turns into G, then the two are not identical. And Heraclitus insists on the common-sense truth of
change: “Cold things warm up, the hot cools off, wet becomes dry, dry becomes wet”
(DK22B126). This sort of mutual change presupposes the non-identity of the terms. What
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Heraclitus wishes to maintain is not the identity of opposites but the fact that they replace each
other in a series of transformations: they are interchangeable or transformationally equivalent.

Thus, Heraclitus does not hold Universal Flux, but recognizes a lawlike flux of elements; and he
does not hold the Identity of Opposites, but the Transformational Equivalence of Opposites. The
views that he does hold do not, jointly or separately, entail a denial of the Law of Non-
Contradiction. Heraclitus does, to be sure, make paradoxical statements, but his views are no
more self-contradictory than are the paradoxical claims of Socrates. They are, presumably,
meant to wake us up from our dogmatic slumbers.
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