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[bookmark: _GoBack]What does Heraclitus mean in saying that we never step into the same river twice?

This essay will consider texts taken from early philosophers that are attributed to Heraclitus   along with commentary from two modern philosophers. The scholars I shall use are C.C.W Taylor and David G Stern on what Heraclitus means, I shall also postulate my own opinion where needed, concluding where I feel the evidence leads.
Firstly, we shall delve into what have been coined as the ‘River fragments’, which are believed to be “variants of a single Heraclitan saying or he may have said several similar things.”[footnoteRef:1] We shall start with the fragments chosen by Taylor and his commentary: [1:  C.C.W. Taylor, From the beginning to Plato (Oxon: Routledge, 1997), p. 99.] 

“For it is not possible to step twice into the same river…nor twice to touch a mortal being in the same condition…”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid] 

“Onto those who step into the same rivers different and different waters flow; and souls are exhaled from moistures.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid] 

“We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid] 

The first fragment is from the writings of Plutarch, the second from Eusebius and the third from Heraclitus Homericus.[footnoteRef:5] These philosophers quoting the texts “imply that Heraclitus was making an observation about the continuing identity of the human soul”[footnoteRef:6]. Therefore, “there need not be material identity in the waters flowing down a river, yet we shall say that it is the same river.”[footnoteRef:7] On the surface this may seem to be looking for the immaterial reality of the river rather than the visible sight of it as we observe it, and thus we see the same river and we do not. Similarly, Taylor points out that “there is a sense in which we encounter the same individual twice, but if the individual is not in the same condition what is it that makes it the same person?” again perhaps pointing to an immaterial view of self and nature.  [5:  Ibid, P.121.]  [6:  Ibid, P.99]  [7:  Ibid ] 

Moving on to David Stern and his view on Heraclitus, Stern makes a very valid point when talking about anything Heraclitus is meant to have said “because our knowledge of his writing and teaching derives entirely from subsequent quotations…”[footnoteRef:8] therefore I feel we cannot answer the question, ‘what did Heraclitus mean?’ as it will be purely speculative and instead we must try to answer what others have taken it to mean and which meaning seems most plausible.  [8:  David G Stern , 'HERACLITUS' AND WITTGENSTEIN'S RIVER IMAGES: STEPPING TWICE INTO THE SAME RIVER', Monist , 74.4, (1991), 1-3 (p. 1), in <http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=1&sid=18cf2e81-9e4f-4b44-a6e5-a162a35eff3b%40sessionmgr102&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=9705071695&db=rlh> [accessed 16 February 2018].] 

Let us look at the fragments and the translation Stern uses:  
“As they step into the same rivers, other and still other waters flow upon them.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid p.3.] 

“One cannot step into the same river, nor can one grasp any mortal substance in a stable condition, but it scatters and again gathers; it forms and dissolves, and approaches and departs.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid p.3] 

“Into the same rivers we step and do not step, we are and we are not”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid p.3] 

It is important that we look at these varying fragments that have been attributed to Heraclitus as it will allow a broader and perhaps different interpretation to answer our question. All of the above texts have been taken from Herman Alexander Diels, a German Philosopher (1848-1922) who attributed them to Heraclitus.[footnoteRef:12] Following in Stern`s use of these fragments, we shall change our language and use the coined expression ‘River imagery’ to refer to the passages.  [12:  Ibid p.3 ] 

Stern turns to Socrates and his commentary on the famous saying, quoting that Heraclitus means that “all things are in motion and nothing at rest; he compares them to the stream of a river, and says that you cannot go into the same water twice.”[footnoteRef:13] This is where we come to a view of the logos (reality) that everything is in a constant flux, changing and never “stable or permanent”[footnoteRef:14].  [13:  Ibid p.4]  [14:  Ibid p.4 ] 

This may at first seem in contrast to what we have seen from Taylor`s work, as it seems his philosophers viewed that there is such a thing that is never changing, but rather immaterial than material. Therefore, we might want to consider the possibility of both having an equal say in this, as I feel that one can see the argument to be non-conflicting, as something in constant flux like the river flowing, which is always changing, and the water also not being the same water we stepped into, as it is moving further downstream. However, I think for sake of identity we still call it the same river as it resides in the same location and within the same banks. Analogous perhaps to the Human person: ageing, changing in personality but still within a state of bodily continuity. 
This idea I think is backed up in the first river image presented by Stern; he postulates that “the first fragment contains an image of both flux and permanence: the waters are continually flowing and changing but the rivers persist.”[footnoteRef:15] Stern comments further to suggest that this is in deep contrast with not being able to step into the same river twice, as it is clear that you can, using this fragment. However, this is compatible with the view just mentioned on the above paragraph that “things change, but they persist through these changes.”  [15:  Ibid p.4 ] 

To conclude, I postulate that this idea of a changing yet persisting world view is highly plausible, but whether this is what Heraclitus thought is hard to see if we consider the other river fragments provided. The second passage denies anything persisting not even the river banks as no stable condition is seen. Moreover, the third passage goes even further to suggest that we cannot even have an idea about our self-identity, that everything is in constant flux and nothing at all persists; this is where Stern reaches his climax and showing that this is a view that there “is considerable support for… in Plato and Aristotle”[footnoteRef:16] and that Socrates “says that Heraclitus had arrived at the “mistaken opinion” that “all things were in motion or flux”….”[footnoteRef:17] Perhaps, this is what Heraclitus meant that everything changes and nothing persists although I think it is difficult to be certain on this point but it seems to be where the evidence leads, at least, for now. [16:  Ibid P.4 ]  [17:  Ibid P.4 ] 
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