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In the following I will be discussing what Heraclitus means in saying that ‘we never step into the same river twice’. I will begin by offering an interpretation of Heraclitus’ statement from Plato. Following this I look at three fragments that expand on Plato’s interpretation and focus on the one I think is most relevant to the question. My conclusion will provide my own interpretation of what Heraclitus meant by saying we never step in the same river twice, which is that we do step in to the same body of water classified as a river however it is not the same water. 
Heraclitus has been interpreted to be an advocate of the idea of flux. Plato interprets the idea of Heraclitus’ flux as the following: ‘Heraclitus, I believe, says that all things pass and nothing stays, and comparing existing things to the flow of a river, he says you could not step twice into the same river.’[footnoteRef:1] This means that for Heraclitus there is an ever-changing nature to all things so that nothing stays the same or to put it more simply everything constantly changes. To further make sense of Plato’s interpretation we must expand on our understanding of Heraclitus’ fragments.  [1:  Plato Cratylus 402a = A6] 

There are three alleged fragments that relate to Heraclitus and the river example. These are B12, B49a and B91[a][footnoteRef:2]. B12 which translates into ‘on those stepping into rivers staying the same other and other waters flow.’ B49a which translates into ‘into the same rivers we step and do not step, we are and are not.’ B91[a] which translates into ‘it is not possible to step twice into the same river according to Heraclitus, or to come into contact twice with a mortal being in the same state.’ These three interpretations each give an expanded explanation of what Heraclitus means in saying that we never step into the same river twice. However, they each give a different position on the specific meaning. If we are to take any of these fragments as being the sole explanation we automatically discount the others from being truthful.  [2:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/heraclitus/ Section 3.1 ‘Flux’] 

The conclusion of Kirk (1954)[footnoteRef:3] and Marcovich (1967)[footnoteRef:4] is that B12 is the fragment closest to the correct definition of what Heraclitus set out to state as a result of the features it shares with Heraclitus’ linguistics in other works. Because of this I will be focusing on B12 as the correct interpretation of Heraclitus’ statement that we never step into the same river twice. It is important to note in B12 that the rivers are specified as being the same. On the face of it, this seems paradoxical when taken alongside Heraclitus’ idea of flux and the ever-changing nature. Despite this there is no reason why we need take this as contradictory, it makes sense when a river is taken to be a body of water consisting of changing waters. If the water were to stop flowing then the body of water would no longer be a river, but some other body of water, i.e. a lake.[footnoteRef:5] A river therefore is an object that requires its content to change in order to exist. This can be seen to explain why it is often interpreted that Heraclitus claimed that we never step into the same river twice because in order to step into a river the water must be changing and different to the previous water stepped in.  [3:  Kirk, G. S., 1954, Heraclitus: The Cosmic Fragments, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.]  [4:  Marcovich, Miroslav, 1967, Heraclitus, Mérida, Venezuela: University of the Andes Press; 2nd ed., Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2001]  [5:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/heraclitus/ Section 3.1 ‘Flux’] 

I believe that Heraclitus does not ever say that we never step into the same river twice. He alludes to the fact that that whilst the river is not the same because of flux, it can be identified as the same through geographical location or continuity of the fact. To give another example of a similar conundrum, the idea of personal identity or self can be outlined as the following: I am both, the same person as I was at an earlier date, and not the same person that I was at the same earlier date. This means that whilst I can identify being of similar circumstances at a previous time i.e. I have knowledge of past experiences and can attach them to an identity of self or of my self I am not the exact replica of self that I was at the previous time because I have changed, physically my body has remained similar visibly to the naked eye however it has experienced change i.e. hair growth or weight gain.
To conclude, I have looked into what Heraclitus meant by saying that we never step into the same river twice. I have explored several interpretations of fragments by Heraclitus and investigated further the interpretation most accepted as being the truest explanation for Heraclitus’ statement. This interpretation states that we do step into the same river but that a river requires changing content in order to fulfil its definition as a river as opposed to a stationary body of water. As a result of this, the water that we step into may not be the same water that we previously stepped into but Heraclitus would say that this is exactly why we do step in the same river.
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