Ancient Greek Philosophy Essay - Heraclitus
What does Heraclitus mean in saying that we never step into the same river twice?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Heraclitus, 535 BC – 475 BC, was a pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, born in Ephesus in the Persian Empire.[footnoteRef:1] Of most of the pre-Socratics Heraclitus’ ideas seem to be the most difficult to understand in their obscurity. He was called ‘the riddler’ by Timon of Phlius who explains that Heraclitus’ works were written very much unclear likely so that only the capable minded should attempt to solve his ideas.[footnoteRef:2] Furthermore, Heraclitus was very critical of the other great minds of and before his era, for example, he exclaims that Hesiod (the author of ‘The Theogony’) and Pythagoras lacked understanding and comprehension of the universe and its nature.[footnoteRef:3] He had a general disdain for his people and everyone around him which made him a misanthrope and incredibly narcissistic. 						It is likely that it was Heraclitus’ intention to shroud his ideas in obscurity because he thought that anything of value must be obtained through hard work and effort stating in his 22nd fragment that ‘those who seek gold dig much earth and find a little.’, basically meaning that to fully appreciate something you must delve into the situation in great depth to seek understanding.[footnoteRef:4] In order to decipher what Heraclitus meant when saying that ‘we never step into the same river twice’ in his 91st fragment, we must think carefully and take several approaches to solving the hidden meaning in his quote so that we can decide which is the best idea to which Heraclitus’ was suggesting in this fragment. Initially, the impression which is taken from this is that it is something to do with change in the world and its ever-constant occurrence which doesn’t allow anything to cease. The literal meaning that we can gather from it is the image of a flowing river which is never the same river as before because new water is permanently passing through it and will never be in the same place as it was in that previous fragment of time. This signifies the issue which we face about the continuum in the nature of everything and that flux is an intrinsic value in the nature of things; the river is clearly not the same as the water within it has passed downstream just as ‘we’ are not the same because our physical and psychological nature changes with every moment of time. 		Heraclitus thought there was a single principle which permeated reality, this was called the ‘logos’; he said this could be discerned by man if they made any effort to understand it. This logos unveils the ‘truth’ which regards the nature of all things and the truth is ‘common’ which creates the foundations of reality.[footnoteRef:5] He reckoned that men are blinded to the truth which orders all things due to their illusion of reality through beliefs and desires. To understand the ‘logos’ one must obtain this knowledge on their own, not through academic ability or listening to the words of another philosopher, ultimately each individual must see this ‘truth’ through their own eyes. Likewise, Heraclitus came to his ideas through his own self contemplation, Diogenes Laertius recapitulates this by writing: ‘He was no man’s disciple but, said that he had searched himself and learned everything from himself.’[footnoteRef:6] There is no reason to suggest that he used ‘logos’ to signify any specific meaning but rather for us to obtain meaning for ourselves which had held a significant purpose unlike the Greeks of that time who used it in a particularly specific way.[footnoteRef:7]					Heraclitus’ understanding of the ‘logos’ and his vision of reality is encapsulated through his idea that everything is in flux and the world is an ever-living fire.[footnoteRef:8] Heraclitus statement was not merely an observation about a river but, instead symbolises the nature of reality, to which the 1st century AD historian and philosopher Plutarch reiterates by saying: ‘According to Heraclitus it is not possible to step into the same river twice, nor lay hold twice of any mortal substance in one permanent state.’[footnoteRef:9] The universe and everything that exists is in constant flux and every object despite appearing as stable and temporarily motionless is in reality morphing itself into a different thing throughout each instant of time, however the capacity of the human mind tries to blind us from this as we are not able to always physically see this and so we are ignorant to the truth. 							One criticism of this idea is given by Plato who reckoned that according to Heraclitus knowledge is impossible because if not one thing remains the same for two separate instances, then knowledge of our sensible world becomes impossible.[footnoteRef:10] This is a valid and agreeable criticism of the idea of flux because even if we obtain the knowledge of something in one instant, a mere moment of time later will render that knowledge useless. Alternatively, a counter to this criticism could be that the prior knowledge to which we have obtained of one object could give us the means to anticipate the change in which that object will take and so we can reasonably predict the change of many things that are going to happen to that object in the future. 											There is inevitably going to be much debate to what Heraclitus exactly meant by this statement, but to conclude, it seems reasonable to take the conservative approach of its meaning by saying that it was merely a symbolic description of the world. Since Heraclitus claimed that everything was in a constant state of flux, then a river (or fire) seems to be suitable symbol of the change that is occurring in objects, even in those that appear to us as stable.    																	 [1:  Hugh, C. 1911. Pg. 310.]  [2:  Laertius, D. IX. 6.]  [3:  Laertius, D. IX. 5.]  [4:  Heraclitus. DK B22.]  [5:  Heraclitus. DK B2. ]  [6:  Laertius, D. IX. 5.]  [7:  Guthrie, W. Pg. 419.]  [8:  Taylor. C. Ch. 3. ]  [9:  Guthrie, W. Pg. 489.]  [10:  Taylor. C. Ch. 3.] 
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