
What does Heraclitus mean in saying that we never step into the same river twice?
By Nicola Sperry

In this essay, I am going to assess what Heraclitus meant by his quote “we never step into the same river twice”. I will compare this with other quotes to see what the overall message of his words was.

[footnoteRef:1]“On those stepping into rivers staying the same other and other waters flow.” [1:  https://www.iep.utm.edu/heraclit/  3. The doctrine of flux and unity of opposites.
] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The famous well-known quote of Heraclitus has been known to have differing views but it seems that the overall concept is based upon the idea that all the world is flux; that we live in an ever-changing world and as the water of the river flows so does that of life; that the only thing that is consistent is that of change.



This explanation is very plausible because as a flow could also be interpreted for all life; a metaphor for how life flows. As well as the river being in constant flow so is the same with all life; our bodies change our perceptions change along with thoughts and sensory experience; nothing ever seems to stay stagnant when we take the time to get quite and look.

[footnoteRef:2]‘The sea is most pure and most polluted water: for fish, drinkable and life-preserving; for men, undrinkable and death-dealing’. [2:  Lecture handout ] 


The quote above points out the understanding that everything is change which relates to the quote in question, all through Heraclitus’s theory he insists that the everything is in flux; he also thinks that fire is the basic substance of the world but within that there is a unity of polarities; an organized order in which one cannot exist without the other. In Heraclitus’s quotes at first glance they seem to be quite paradoxical but he seems to play with language in such a way that it is evident that he is not trying to divert your attention or confuse you but to point you to the underlying truth of existence; a little like koans in Zen Buddhism. In the quote “the sea is most pure and most polluted water” seems a lot different from the River quote, but it seems that he is saying that within change there is an order and what is necessarily life giving to one may be detrimental to another that all is a containment of the whole and not separate; such as the river quote 
Heraclitus talks about LOGOS which means in a sense true reality, it also relates all things as one; that reality could be seen as unified in its opposites all coming from one thing. He also states that people don’t know true reality, and that first knowing the nature of yourself is of utmost importance, only then will you see the nature of true reality.

Heraclitus also explained that the present moment was only ever real and that past and future were not, this could explain that why we never step into the same river twice is moment to moment ever changing and for something to be the same would have to be never changing. This seems very contradictory to Parmenides who thinks that all change is an illusion That everything always stays the same.
He put forward that all the elements in the world, Earth water air and fire were constantly changing form, that they were in a constant cycle of change. With this view, you could then say that if everything was a cycle of change then there would not be a beginning or end, that reality would then be an endless cycle of change. Although he did see fire was the essential element.

My overall conclusion of Heraclitus’s quote about never stepping into the same river twice would mean that indeed the world is of constant flux and flow and cycle, but also that the there is an interdependence of all elements; that there was really no underlying element that was not susceptible to change and the interconnectedness of everything. Although he thought that fire was the essential element he did not think that it was not changing form, that this too was interacting. With this though I can’t really see why he would think that fire is the essential element for existence? I think what he meant was that the choice of fire being the underlying substance of the universe was more to the fact of its opposites and its interactions with all the elements. 

As you can see with the other quote that I have included, it really does not mention much at all about the change and flux of all things but points more to the interconnectedness; or the intricate web of life in which everything is connected and interdependent on one another. 
I agree in some ways that you do not step into the same river twice as life is of constant flow, nothing really seems to be stagnant and still; but also, if everything is interacting and in constant cycles, then at some point maybe we would but could never know this. I don’t believe that fire is the overall element of existence as it too is susceptible to change and flux; I think something to be the fabric of our universe it has to be unchangeable and beyond what we can conceive; an order beyond our ever-changing existence. All in all, I think the basis of what Heraclitus was trying to put forward is that change is the basis of our existence and if we are to hold onto the notion that things are unchangeable then we do not have an accurate account of reality; that when we see that we too are of change we can then see the change and interconnectedness and flux of our own reality.
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