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ABSTRACT

The article setsout to reinterpretHeraclitus@iews on religion and, by implica-

tion, his positionin the contextof the Presocratigphilosophersélationshipto

the Greek cultural tradition. It doesso by examiningthe fragmentsin which
Heraclitus@ttitudeto the popularreligion of his time is res ected.The analysis

of the fragments69, 68, 15, 14, 5, 96, 93 and 92 DK revealsthat the targetof
Heraclitus@riticism is not the religious practicesthemselvesbut their popular
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from insight into the essenceof being.® That is in spite of the explicit
antagonismon Heraclitus®art, to Xenophanesitellectualenterprise(cf.
fr. 40).

If we turn to Heracliteanscholarshipithe dominatingpicture appeargo
be even more unequivocal.Heraclitusis creditedwith illuministico radi-
calismoin mattersof religion by Marcovich? whereasaccordingto Kahn,
Qe is a radical, an uncompromisingrationalist, whose negative critique
of the tradition is more extremethan that of Plato a centurylater.[. . .]
He denouncesvhatis customaryamongmen(. . .] asa tissueof folly and
falsehood(also,(n this polemicHeraclitus@redecessds Xenophanes. . .®
Conchealso seesin Heraclitus@houghtcontinuationof Xenophanesfroj-
ect: L@bsurditZ la dZaison des dieux de la religion populaire sont le
res et du ddire et de la dZaison, voire de la cruautZ de IGomme,leur
auteur. Cela avait d4~ AZ indiquZ avantHZraclite, par XZhophanedans
sesSilles?

Why shouldthe way Heraclitusrelatedto the practicesand beliefs cur-
rentin the popularreligion of his time be so important?At stakeis, | pro-
pose,the relationshipbetweenphilosophyin statu nascendiand one of the
more importantaspectof the Greekcultural tradition. Were all the early
philosophicattemptscharacterisedby emancipationfrom traditional piety,
as the conventionalopinion of scholarswould have us believe?Or was
there a more complex patternin the relationshipto traditional religion,
representedby one of the mostprominentproponentf the enterpriseghat
had yet to deZne itself as @hilosophy®

In what follows, | shall provide an alternativeinterpretationof the frag-
mentsdealing with the rituals and cults of traditional Greekreligion®

2 W. Burkert. GreekReligion Archaicand Classical Transl.by J. Raffan. Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1985.P. 309.

3 Eraclito. Frammenti Introduzione,traduzionee commentoa cura di M. Mar-
covich.Firenze:La Nuovaltalia, 1978.P. 284.

4 C.H. Kahn.TheArt and Thoughtof Heraclitus An edition of the fragmentswith
translationand commentary CambridgeUniversity Press 1979.P. 263, 266.

5 HZraclite. Fragments Texte Ztabli, traduit,commentzar M. ConcheParis:PUF,
1986.P. 173.

6 This intention as well as certainfeaturesof exegesisnotably of the fr. 5,
are anticipatedby CatherineOsbornechapteron Heraclitusin the recentRout-
ledgeHistory of Philosophy(seeRoutledgeHistory of Philosophy Vol. I. From the
Beginningto Plato. Ed. by C.C.W. Taylor. London& New York: Routledge,1997.
P. 90-95).However,in a way thatwill becomeapparenin the courseof the present
analysis) disagreavith herconclusiorconcerningheoverallimplicationsof Heraclitus®
utterancesn religion: QHeraclitus] arguesthat [religious practicesjmake senseonly



Most of the extant fragmentsof Heraclitus dealing with the forms of
traditional Greekpiety werequotedduring the religious controversieson-
cerningpaganreligion, from the 3rd centuryAD onwards Curiouslyenough,
the fragmentsof Heraclituswere employedby both the opponentsandthe
apologistsof paganism.The authorswho sought HeraclitusGsupport in
that debatewere Christianwriters— Clement,Arnobius, OrigenesGregory
of Nazianzus,the author of TheosophiaTubingensis Elias of Crete— as
well as pagans:lamblichus, Celsus,Apollonius of Tyana.

Looking at the fragmentsthemselvesone cannot avoid realising how
exhaustivethey are in representingoopular Greekreligious practices,the
list whereofreadsnot unlike anattemptat systematiclassication:sacrZces
(fr. 69), mystery cults and initiation rites (fr. 14), worship of efZ






and Kahn®



of medical activities: @octors who cut and burn complain that they do
not receivethe reward they deserve O

The paradoxthat Heraclitus uncoversin medical activities is an in-
stanceof the governingstructureof the Qinity of oppositesOnedicalactiv-
ity appearsas the paradoxicalunity of both the diseaseand health; by
ineicting pain (a characteristicof disease)it heals (i.e., removespain).
Similarly pain may be treatedas a single phenomenorthat extendsover
two contrary states:diseaseand health.



Exegesif this fragmentrequiresan answerto the following questions:
Why is it the casethat the actionswhich otherwisewould be Gnostshame-
lessCGre not suchif they are performedfor Dionysus?What is the reason
for the identiZcation of Dionysus with Hades?What is the connection
betweenthe Dionysiac rituals referredto, and this identiZcation?

An attemptmay be madeto explain the identiZcation of Dionysuswith
Hadesin terms of Greek mythological
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tChewd¢ oRpalaioU
parf tEllhsi yeolkaUtChewoRnjoi; palaioU mé oi n oRperUKrfinon njoi df
oRZpfakelvn, kaU¥° wmiri tCnesx< tvn 2rAvn: ppalaiog wm@ |j geitogwdG-
deka katf ckeouw njouwd¢ Difinuson Hraklj a fAsklhpio n kaUtocwloi-

5 poaw ofwd  p<ntawsugxe¥i EwprAhn protrj petai & fili sofow,* kaUtE
perUtoadvn aksxrC wmuyeufnenatocwZIlokii touw! rvtaw aétCn kaUtog welwpoi-
kUla eah metasxhmatismogvdiCEtoc watsxrog wkaUampayeW! rvtaw , kaUt@Ew
aksxrotj raw yus(Gw adwyerapeaein togwaétCn yeogwenfimizon of wdia-
paltvn Hre< kleitow, Kayaltontai dj, fhsUn, admati miainfimenoiEsper

10 ' n eatiw elvphld n amb@&phlO ZponWoito. td g to¥wtCn ZIf gvn zBvn
sAmasle kaUadmasin, “ toYwyeoWaétCn prosj feron, o%syai kayaltein
t@EVtCn RIWN svmctvn ZkayarsUawt@wvok tCn musarCn kaUZkayc rtvn
migvn sgkexrvsminawaétoy +moifh ge<ka® ton ok toé phloé smpeplas-
(fol. 90Y) mpon=apontoYvsAmasi phlO peirs syai Zpor=aptein.

Scil. Hero  2kaUins. Bywater

As this text shows, Elias assumesthat Heraclitus speaksabout the
immolation of sacriZcial animalsfor the atonementof one®sins. He has
some difZculties in explaining how the reduplication of ®ud{is to be
understood— thereforehe takes @ud®o meanthe impurity of the bod-
ies polluted by sin in the Zrst instance,and, somewhatallegorically, ®od-
ies and blood of irrational animals@n the secondinstance.(It is alsoclear
that he understandsmiainfmenoiin a half-participial sense:(hey purify
themselvesdy deZling / as they deZle themselveswith bloodO- v. supra,
n. 16.)

The author of Theosophi& also understandsHeraclitusGragment as
a referenceto sacrZces: tOti ,Hr< kleitow memfinenowocw ya®ntaw toYw
dalnosi|fh: (the text of the fragmentfollows).

If, as FrSkel maintains (op. cit., p. 451),
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difference betweenthe versions given by Theosophiaand by Elias of
Crete.Although it was possible(as Elias did — v. supra) to explain away
the double occurrenceof @nud,Ghereis no sensejn the contextof ordi-
nary animal sacrZces,in which the referenceto @ther,Gurtherds llow )
blood could havebeenunderstoodTherefore,t is quite plausibleto main-
tain that the word « 1A of the original text could be omitted by Elias (or
his source)and corruptedinto « llvw by the author of Theosophia(or his
source).This corruption makesbetterand more obvious sensein termsof
the projectof that sectionof Theosophia8§ 67-74):the authoris attempt-
ing to show that the Greek gods were held in contemptby someof the
Greeks.Thus, the pejorative« llvw  Gn vainOwould suit his purposebet-
ter. Besides,in some hands of the early Byzantine sloping uncial that
would have beenused for private notesthe iota adscriptumin ALLVI
could easily have beenmistaken(or @orrectedOinto sigma (thus result-
ing in ALLVS),
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It is usefulto recall, in this connection,fr. 61;: (The seais the purest
(kayarA taton)he
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By saying that Guch a man would seemto be raving, if any among
men should notice him doing it,OHeraclitus postulatesthe differencebe-
tweenthe perspectiveof @enland that of @ods,® drawing attentionto
the different meaningthe sameaction acquiresin profaneand in ritual
contexts®® The ritual practice,characterisedy the structureof the Qinity
of opposites,@rom a secularperspectivehas as much (or rather, little)
senseas the washing of mud with mud — in the religious zantext, how-
ever, it is the structureof the unity of oppositesthat prevails and makes

sense’

25 Onecouldpoint,in this context o fr. 78: - yowZnyrAm [ 2fs
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(Oneshouldnotice that in this fragment,aswell asin fr. 15, Heraclitus
repeatedlycharacteriseghe actions of the participantsof the ritual as
man8, thus drawing attentionto the ambiguity inherentin the phenome-
non. What appearsto be Gnadness@®om the secularperspectiveacquires
meaningas the embodimentjn the sphereof ritual, of the structureof the
Qinity of opposites;@nd although those that take part in the Dionysiac
processionsare said to @ave(mablesyai), it is not, after all, @nostshame-
lessCaction, which it would be, were it not performel in honour of
Dionysus.| shall returnto discussionof the signiZcanceof manél in con-
nectionwith fragments92 & 93.)

So, the main conceptualschemeof HeraclitusGphilosophy— the unity
of opposites— is shownnot only to be presentin the rituals, but, in fact,
to constitutethe essentialstructureof the ritual action.

Fr. 5b — kaUtoYwZg<Imasi d¢ toutj oisin eéxontai, 8koYon eatiw toYw
diimoisi lesxhneamito, oéti ginAskvn yeogwoédf” rvaw odinj welsi — closely
resembleghe critique of popularreligion and the attackon the veneration
of images.However,the qualifying clauseat the end of the fragment—
ot knowing what gods and heroesare3- rendersit unlikely that what is
intendedis unconditional censure®

The conventionaltranslationruns asfollowing: @\nd they pray to these
imagesas if someonewas chatting with houses,not knowing what gods
and heroesare.0The very metaphorHeraclitus uses, likening imagesof
godsto (ouses@fimo), testiZes that what he hasin mind is slightly dif-
ferentfrom the classiccriticismsof idolatry (one suchexamplewould be
the interpretationof Clement,who saysthat in this fragmentHeraclitus
Geproachesstatuesfor their insensitivityO(t n ZnaisyhsUan 6neidGontow
to¥wZg<Imasi, protrept 50, 4)). Insteadof likening the statuesof godsto
lifeless stonesor piecesof wood (aswas the habit of the Christian writ-
ersthatdrew on Isaiah 44, 9-20), Heraclitusspeaksof (ousesd he seems
to imply a distinction betweenthe Gousend the GnhabitantGhat is in
a certainway related
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hoi polloi, then,seemsdo consistin the failure to distinguishgodsthat are
in some— as yet unspecZed — way relatedto, and accessiblethrough,
their images,from the imagesthemselvesThe ultimate qualifying clause
conZrms the suggestiorthat the object of Heraclitus@ritique is somefail-

ure to recognisewhat gods and heroesare. Since,however,the fragment,
apart from this negative observation,does not specify their nature (and
thereis no reasonto supposeit ever did), the presentreading seemsto

endin acertainhermeneutiempasseThusthe hypotheticalreadeiis referred
back to the metaphoricalcomparisonthat occupiesthe central position in

the fragment— koYn eatiw toYwdfimoisi lesxhneamito — for the explana-
tion asto Qvhat gods and heroesare.(Can this analogy shedany further
light asto why prayersto statuesare a sign of ignorance?

| suggestthat it is at this stage,on a deeperscrutiny, that an alterna-
tive meaningof the phrasedkoYn eatiw toYvdfimoisi lesxhneamito is acti-
vated: it can also be plausibly translated@s if someonewas having a
conversationat home® After all, to¥wdfimoisi can quite naturally be read
in a locative sense.

How plausibleis this scenarioof reading?The validity of the Zrst way
of readingis corZrmedby the fact thatit is adoptedby the ancientauthor-
ities that are our sourcesof the fragment— by Celsus,Origenes,and, in
all likelihood1 43 Tf 43 iv628 1I3m [ (at) ]TJ, 1367 Tm [ (re) -23 (ading?) -t
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in termsof the oppositionjunfin (koinfin) vs. &ion, which is of cardinal
importancefor Heraclitus(seefrr. 2, 89, 72, 1, 17, 113, 114), and which
canbe somewhaimpreciselytranslatedasthat of Giniversal@s. @rivate,0
when by QrrivateOs meantthe privation of truth, the seclusionof igno-
rant humansfrom what is universal. (The particularity of their own illu-
sionary worlds is describedas sleepingand having dreamsin frr. 1, 89,
73 (and probably 26). The seclusionof the multitude from the universal
truth of Logosis likened to the privation of the commonworld of expe-
rience causedby deafness(fr. 34) and (Homer®) blindness(fr. 56, by
implication). It is probablethat (eing at homeQn fr. 5b is yet another—
GoliticalO- metaphorfor seclusionfrom the junfin.) On this reading,the
prayer to the statuesentails certain confusion betweenwhat is universal
and what is QorivateQor particular; apparently,it is a casewhen behav-
iour that is propervis-"-vis what is universalis conductedin a situation
thatis
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the rare word yr< omai Go sitQ cf. Philetas,fr. 14 ap. Athen.V, 192 e)*
or, betterstill, of its lonic form yrefimenon®

To return to HeraclitusGliscussionof the religious images,could the
reasonfor the condemnationof the prayersto statuesbe that thosewho
pray to statuesaddressgodsthat are omnipresentxunoi, in a (articular,0
in this-or-thatstatue,deemingit to be more privileged with accesdo the
deity over other placesor things, not realising that what they addressin
their prayersis but what an empty houseis to someonewho is looking
for its inhabitant?In such casethey would indeedbe like someonewho
tried to have a public conversationin the seclusionof their home3®

In this fragmentwe get closestto what could be termeda critique of
the religious practices.Yet failure to recognise,and seclusionfrom, the
universallogos that is always at hand is a common predicamentof the
ignorant multitude (cf. frr. 1, 72, 17, 2 et al.). Thus it would seem


http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=/0017-3916^281973^2914L.233[aid=4744099]
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HERACLITUS ON RELIGION 107

a deepermeaningthat can be describedin terms of HeraclitusGown
philosophy.

Fr. 96 — nikuewkopr/n =kblhtfi teroi — has earnedthe title of &
studied insult to ordinary Greek sentiment@om Dodds?” and many an
interpreterhas wonderedwhy the dead body should excite such a Zerce
censureby
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@arth@hat functionsas a mediumof identiZcation of dungwith god is a

later Epicharmear(?) addition in orderto reduceHeraclitus@paradoxinto

a comic absurdity). And Znally, after the radical devaluationof body

as such that has becomea locus communissince Plato, it would not be

surprisingif the samesentimentwasreadinto Heraclitus@ragment,simul-

taneouslyfailing to notice its paradoxicalcontent,and only its memorable
openingwas transmittedthrough quotations.

It remainsto discusstwo fragmentsdealingwith anotheraspectof pop-
ularreligion—thepracticeof oraclesandprophecy Fr. 93 speak®f Apollo&
oracle at Delphi: & * naj 08 td mantefin osti td on DelfoYwoéte |j gei oéte
kreeptei ZIIE shmaldei Ohe lord whoseoracleis in Delphi neitherdeclares
nor conceals,but gives a sign.OFr. 92 is the Zrst extant mention of the
Sibyl: Sbulla mainompA stiimati Zgjlasta [kaUZkallA pista kaUZmae
rista] fyeggomph xilOvn otCn dikneYtai t» fvn» diEton yefn (The Sibyl
with raving mouth utters things mirthless [and unadornedand unper-
fumed], and her voice carries through a thousandyears becauseof the
god (scil. that speaksthrough her).&

Since Antiquity it has beenassumedhat in fr. 93 Heraclitus,describ-
ing the practiceof the Delphic oracle,formulatesa hermeneutigrinciple
thatis to be appliedin orderto understanchis own oblique modeof com-
municationwhich is, in its turn, groundedin the very structureof reality
(fragments56, 123, 54, m [ (comD ) 2, m [w-23 (Iph)I2, m [ (comD) 2,
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pelling reasonto disbelievehim, in view of the consensusf otherancient
authorsquoting or alluding to this fragment(seefr. 75 at, b*, ¢ Marc.)),
in fr. 92 Heraclitusis contrastingthe exterior aspectof Sibylline prophe-
cies with the god-giventruth they carry. Viewed from an @verydayper-
spective@nhe Sibyl
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traditional forms of religion and the mythological representationghat
underlie them, Heraclitustreatsreligious practicesas one of the human
practicesin which the structureof the @inity of opposites@perategother
such practicesare healing (fr. 58), value choices(fr. 110-111), and the
begettingof children (fr. 20)). He suppliesa



It is the presence(and recognition) of the structureof Qinity-in-oppo-
sites@hat



life and death,and Apollo is a Zgure of the unity of truth (or prophetic
insight) and madness(fr. 92), as well as of revelationand concealment
(fr. 93). If we moveto the higherorder,the @ods@f the traditional world-

view emergeas one of the elementsof a more comprehensivepposition
between@odsGand Gumans@frr. 53, 62; cf. frr. 30, 24). The opposition
between@odsGand umans@eachesits unity in the Pflemow one of

HeracltusOnames for the ultimate reality that is describel through
employmentof the traditional religious language(v. supra), and is appar-
ently identiZed with the cosmic @od.OThis ultimate unity of opposites
uniZesthe mostfundamentalcategoriesof existence(fr. 53) and of expe-
rience (fr. 67)*

Furthermoref we acceptthe view that fr. 10 statesthe generalprin-
ciple of Heraclitus@heoreticalprocedure and that the Zrst pair of terms—
sull< ciew: +la kaUoéx +la — could be interpreed as an attemptto
describethe dialectical movementof thinking, wherebyeachnewly com-
prehendedbinity-of-opposites@onstitutessimultaneouslya @holedin the
sensethatit is internally completestructure)and @on-whole@in the sense
that it can be assumedinto further synthesis,the previous Qinity5 (i) -25 (e)(



tices are continuouswith the underlying theology. Heraclitus,on the con-
trary, is not a reformeror an AufkiSer, but an interpreter,who tries to
discernthe patterninherentin the existing practices,and exploit it in the
constructionof his own philosophicaltheology.

HeraclitusZnds in the traditional religious practicesthe expressionof
the logos of the ontological and epistemological



