
Heraclitus 

Heraclitus, like Pythagoras is something of a mystery man.  He 

flourished about a generation later in Ephesus.  His book is lost, but 

fragments of his sayings survive and continue to fascinate commentators 

today.  For those that want a glimpse of why, have a glance at Martin 

Heidegger’s ‘Heraklitus’ seminar, to get a sense of how it provoked a 

seam of philosophical development in the twentieth century of which 

‘post-modern’ thinkers like Jacques Derrida have been a part.  ‘The road 

up and the road down are one and the same’ has, of course been re-

immortalised at the beginning of the Four Quartets.    

More immediately the broad-brush version of his cosmology (everything 

is fire/change) and the accompanying claims about the unity or 

harmony of opposites, set parameters for a major philosophical debate 

about the relation between language, truth and reality that lasted from 

Parmenides to Aristotle.   We see a rather world-weary reaction to 

Heraclitan-influenced philosophers in the time of Plato, in the course of 

the Theaetetus (see below). 

Heraclitus is also significant for introducing the word ‘logos’ (word, 

account, story, explanation, argument, ratio…) into the Greek discourse 

as a cosmological and theological term.  Like others of the Ionian 

philosophers, he tries to explain a natural order without reference to 

direct divine action, but without thereby wanting to suggest that 

divinity is not present in the formal patterns according to which it 

operates.   He seems to want to suggest that that formal pattern is 

universal, and so accessible to every perceiving, thinking being, and he 

is scathing about the rest of humanity who have failed to grasp what he 

can see. 

The Stoic philosophers at the end of the fourth century in particular will 

take up Heraclitan themes: the destruction of the universe in fire after a 

cycle of time, the commanding word of Zeus, as responsible for the 

ordering especially of the biological realm, with ‘seminal words’ and the 

sense of a constant causal flow in the physical world.   

Notice that there is a tone in Heraclitus which has faint echoes of the sort 

of critique of folk-religion and idolatry that is found in second Isaiah.  

His play on ordered pairs of opposites perhaps has some resonances 



with Zoroastrian beliefs – as well as Pythagoras (whom he criticises).  

However his claim that there is an ultimate unity in difference goes 

beyond standard dualism. 

It may be that ‘prophetic tone’ which attracted Clement of Alexandria, in 

the third century CE, when he was looking for anticipations of the 

Christian message in the Greek philosophical, religious and literary 

tradition.  A number of the fragments of Heraklitus are preserved by 

Clement.  But the biggest retro-fit is of course the term ‘logos’ – which 

becomes a Christian theologoumenon at the beginning of John’s Gospel, 

creating a bridge between the Divine Word of the Old Testament and 

the creative instrument, governing nature of the Stoics.  

 As you read the tantalising, riddling fragments, perhaps see whether 

you can work out what he actually thinks on these topics: 

1. How does the world come into being? 

2. What do things consist of in the natural world? 

3. What is the relationship between what we see, what we think and 

what there is? 

4. What happens to human souls? 

5. What are the gods really about and how does that fit in with 

human religion? 

To help put things in context – remember that there is a tradition of 

cosmic speculation already well established in Ionia.   Have a look at 

Anaximenes, a generation before Heraclitus, and hold that in mind, as 

you read the Heraclitus fragments and have a go at the questions.  

Anaximenes (Mid sixth century BCE, Miletus) 

Anaximenes holds the doctrine that the single moving, infinite principle of 

everything that exists is air.  His claims are as follows: air is almost bodiless, and 

because we come into being according to its outflowing, it must be infinite and 

fertile, because it never fails.  

(Olympiodorus of Alexandria On the sacred art VS 3) 

But Anaximenes, who was also from Miletus, the son of Eurystratus, said that air 

was the infinite principle out of which everything came into being, the things which 

are coming to be, have come to be and shall yet be, along with the gods and divine 

realities; and everything else is derived from these.  The form of air is like this: when 

it is most homogeneous, it is invisible to sight, but it is revealed by cold and heat, 



and moisture and movement.  And it is always moving, for it would not be 

transformed as much as it is, unless it were in motion.  For it appears different 

according as it is compacted or rarefied; for when it is scattered to become more 

rarefied, it becomes fire, but again winds are air become denser, out of air cloud is 

formed by compacting, and in a further degree, water; when it is made still denser it 

is earth and at the greatest degree of density, stone.  So that the key determinants of 

coming to be are the opposites, hot and cold.        

(Hippolytus Heresies I, 7, 1-3 VS 5) 

He says that the earth is flat, riding on air, and similarly the sun and moon and all 

the other stars, which are fiery, ride on the air because of their flatness.  The stars 

were generated from the earth because of the vapour that rose from it, and as it 

rarefied it became fire, and from the fire in mid-air the stars were formed.  But there 

are also entities of an earthy nature in the region of the stars that move around with 

them.  But unlike what others have supposed, he says that the stars do not move 

round under the earth, but about the earth, like a hat around our head; and the sun 

disappears from sight, not by sinking under the earth, but by being screened off by 

the higher parts of the earth, and by the fact that its distance from us is greater.  The 

stars provide no heat because of their distance from us.  Winds are generated when 

air that has been compressed becomes rarefied and starts moving; when it gathers 

and is further condensed clouds are generated and thus it transforms to water.  Hail 

comes into being when the water carried down from the cloud congeals; and snow, 

when the same things, are more moist as they compact; lightning is when the clouds 

are split by the force of winds, because when these part, a ray of light comes about, 

bright and fiery; a rainbow is generated when the sun’s rays fall on condensed air; 

an earthquake when the earth undergoes excessive changes from heating and 

cooling.   

(Hippolytus  Heresies I, 7, 4-8   VS 9) 

 

Heraclitus Fragments 

(References once more in Jaap Mansfeld Die Vorsokratiker) 

2 Even though the explanation (logos) is ever thus, humans turn out 

to be uncomprehending, when they have not yet heard it, or only 

heard it for the first time.   For though everything comes into being 

according to this account (logos), they seem quite helpless when 

they attempt the sort of words and actions that I set out, as I 

analyse everything by its nature and explain how it is.   The rest of 

humanity fails to notice what they are doing when they are awake 

just as much as when they are asleep.     



3. We should be led by what is in common – that is what we share – 

for what is in common is what we share; but even though the 

reasonable word (logos) is something common, many people live 

as if they had a private intelligence. 

4. It is that with which they are most familiar – the word (logos) 

which organises all things – that they separate themselves from, 

and the very things they meet on a daily basis appear strange to 

them. 

5. Dogs bark at what they do not know. 

13. Herakleitos criticised the poet who said, ‘may strife perish from 

among gods and humans’. 

16. Great learning does not teach one to have intelligence; otherwise it 

would have taught Hesiod and Pythagoras – as well as 

Xenophanes and Hekataeus. 

17. Hesiod is the one who teaches about the most things.  Everyone 

considers him to know most of all, but he did not even understand 

day and night; for it is one. 

21 When they are defiled, they purify themselves with more blood, 

which is like someone who has stepped into mud cleaning 

themselves off with mud.  Anyone who said that they were doing 

that would look deranged; and they pray to all these images of 

gods as if they were conversing to the temples, without realising 

what gods and heroes actually are. 

22 (Clement of Alexandria) 

To whom does Heraklitus of Ephesus prophesy?   To the 

nightwalkers, the mages, the bacchants, maenads, initiates in the 

mysteries; he warns all these of what awaits them after death, he 

warns them of fire; for the things that humans consider mysteries 

are unholy rites. 

23 The voice of the Sibyl who in her frenzy declares from her mouth 

things that cannot be laughed away, cannot be rendered pretty or 

agreeable, that voice reaches across thousands of years because of 

God. 



26 The lord whose oracle is in Delphi neither speaks nor hides, but  

indicates. 

27 According to Heraclitus, nature likes to hide. 

28 Unless one expects the unexpected, they will not discover it, since 

it remains undiscoverable and inaccessible. 

29 We shouldn’t just guess about things of the greatest importance. 

32 Having a mind is something common to all. 

33 All people have the capacity to know themselves and to be 

reasonable. 

35 The things I can see and hear and learn, these I value above all. 

36 The eyes provide better testimony than the ears. 

40 I sought out my self for myself. 

43 Of all the people whose accounts (logoi) I have heard not one 

reaches the realisation that the Wise is separated off from all 

things.  

44 The one and only wisdom both wishes and does not wish to be 

called by the name of Zeus. 

45 God is day and night, winter and summer, war and peace, 

abundance and famine, all things are the opposites, this is mind, 

and it takes different forms; just as fire, when it is mixed with 

incense, is named after each one’s individual scent. 

47 What provides resistance is beneficial – it is from differences that 

the loveliest harmony comes. 

49 They do not understand how that which is at odds with itself also 

is in accord: it is a repeating harmony, like the string of a bow or 

lyre. 

50 War is father of all and emperor of all; and it revealed some as 

gods and some as humans, it made some slaves, and others free. 

52 Sickness produced health, something pleasant and good, 

starvation made satiety, labour, rest. 



58 The road out and back (up and down) is one and the same. 

62 This very cosmos of all things, neither any of the gods made it nor 

any human, but it always was and is and shall be, ever-living fire, 

being enkindled in due measure and being quenched in due 

measure. 

63 All things can be exchanged for fire, and fire for all things, just as 

items can be exchanged for gold and gold for items. 

64 The modes of fire: first is sea, and of sea the half is earth and the 

other half is flame… the sea flows out on all sides and is measured 

by the same proportion as it was before earth came into being. 

 65 The chill is warmed, the heat is chilled, the moist dries out, the dry 

becomes wet. 

67 It is the same within: living and being dead, awake and sleeping, 

young and old; for as these transform they become the others, and 

they in turn transform into these. 

68 Heraclitus said that [the great year] was ten thousand eight 

hundred solar years. 

72 he calls [fire] want and satiety 

74 For he says that fire will come upon all things and judge them and 

consume them. 

75 The thunderbolt steers all things 

80 If there were no sun, with regard to the other stars, it would be 

night. 

81 As Heraclitus says, the sun is not just new each day, it is always, 

continuously new. 

83 According to Heraclitus, the stars flare up and are quenched. 

84 Emanations rise from the earth and sea some bright and pure, 

some dark.  Fire is increased by the bright ones and damp by the 

others.  He does not explain what sort of thing the surrounding 

element is, but in it there are little boats with their hollow part 

turned towards us, in which the bright exhalations collect and in 



the end become flames, and these are the stars.  And the brightest 

and hottest is the flame of the sun.  For the other stars are further 

away from the earth, and for that reason provide less light and 

warmth, and that the moon, though closer to the earth, does not 

move through the pure region.  However, the sun lies in the clear 

and unmixed region and has an equal distance from us.  Which is 

why it gives warmth and light more.  The sun and the moon are 

eclipsed when the boats twist.  The different shapes of the moon 

over the month happen as the moon-boat twists little by little.  Day 

and night, months seasons of the year, and rainy years and winds 

and suchlike all come about according to the different exhalations.  

For the bright exhalation turned into flame in the circle of the sun 

makes day, and the opposite one, when it takes hold brings night.  

And from the bright one, the growing warmth makes summer, 

and from the dark one, increasing dampness creates winter.  He 

explains the causes of other things in a similar way to this.  But he 

doesn’t say anything about what sort of thing the earth is, nor does 

he so with regard to the boats. 

87 To become water is death for souls, to become earth is death for 

water, but water comes from earth and from water, soul. 

93 Other waters enter the same rivers, and other waters flow after 

them; and souls are exhaled from the moistures. 

95 We enter the same rivers and do not enter them.  We are and we 

are not. 

96 According to Heraclitus, it is not possible to step into the same 

river twice… it scatters and brings together… it approaches and 

goes away.   

97 You could never go and find the limits of the soul, though you 

walked every road; so profound is its account (logos). 

100 You should quench violence sooner than a fire 

109 To find balance is the greatest virtue.  And wisdom is to say and 

do the truth according to nature with close attention. 



110 Those who speak with intelligence must hold fast to what is 

common to all, as a city to its laws, even more strongly than that.  

For all human rules of law are nourished by one divine rule of law, 

whose power reaches where it will, it meets all situations and 

triumphs. 

121 When humans die there await them such things that they neither 

expect nor credit. 

124 Eternity is a playing child, playing draughts; the rule of kingdoms 

belongs to a child. 

 

What Plato thought about the followers of Heraclitus: 

There is an interesting take on the ‘Heraclitan’ philosophers in the 

dialogue Theaetetus.  Theodorus, who teaches geometry and astronomy 

has this to say: 

THEO: Regarding these Herakleitans or ‘Homerians’ as you call them 

(and the even older ones), even with those people at Ephesus itself who 

claim to be experts, you can no more have a conversation with them 

than with a bunch of mosquitoes.  They move chaotically around the 

texts, and the last thing they are capable of is pausing at one proposition 

or question, and having a calm exchange about it.   With these people 

they go to the limit in not allowing even the tiniest bit of ‘pausing’ 

anywhere.  But if anyone asks a question, they pull out of their quiver 

riddling little phrases that they fire off like arrows, and if you try to 

catch hold of someone’s expression and ask what it means, he’s already 

hit you with another one with all the meanings changed.  You can never 

complete a discussion with any of them.  Though having said that, nor 

do they do so with each other, but they’re extremely careful not to allow 

there to be anything stable either in an argument or in their own souls.   

As I see it, they believe that that would be ‘static’.  This is what they 

wage total war on, and as far as possible drive out wherever they can.          


