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

Heraclitus’ fragments are considered to be some of the most influential pre-Socratic lines of enquiry, inspiring a range of ideas and thinking, and in particular observing and explaining the concept that, in Osborne’s words, ‘what counts as the same and what counts as opposed is decided by a significance acquired in a social or temporal context’. Osborne continues by addressing an issue in examining Heraclitus’ work, in that what exists is in quotations by later writers, presenting a problem in understanding his exact thoughts and piecing the fragments together to achieve this end.[footnoteRef:1] Perhaps, though, it is because of this that Heraclitus’ thought is such a fascinating and engaging subject. Regardless, the ‘river fragments’ appear to typify Osborne’s assessment of Heraclitus’ thought and the doctrine of flux, and it is these fragments and their interpretations that will be the focus of this essay.   [1:  Osborne, C; Taylor, C.C.W ed. 1997. 80-81.] 


A common reading of Heraclitus’ fragments, according to Osborne, is that we can encounter the same river twice, but each time we step in it the river may be in a different state, and so too can we encounter the same individual but in a different state. The question here, as put by Osborne, is ‘what is it that makes it the same person?’.[footnoteRef:2] The first thing that is immediately obvious about this interpretation is that it exemplifies the nature and importance of constant change, or ‘flux’, particularly in relation to humankind. The second is that it tells us about Heraclitus’ view on the unity of opposites. As Shiner explains, the river ‘exemplifies this; the river is the same (it follows always the same course), even though those who step in it are washed by different waters’. Shiner then continues to explain that this is central to Heraclitus logos, perhaps his fundamental explanation of phenomenon, which for Heraclitus appears to lie in change and the unity of opposites.[footnoteRef:3] The nature of change, according to Shiner, can therefore be said to underpin the laws of existence in Heraclitus’ logos. [2:  Osborne, C; Taylor, C.C.W ed. 1997. 90.]  [3:  Shiner, R.A. 1974. 191-192.] 


Further to this, Popper explains the river fragments not just as symbols of ‘cosmic processes’, but as ‘concrete’ rivers, and by extension symbols of other concrete things such as ourselves. He explains them as being a ‘Hericlitean memento mori’, an observation on the nature of life and death. They are ‘like so many other fragments which remind us that life becomes death, and death becomes life’, he tells us. Here, we can see here the application of the river in flux and the ‘unity of opposites’ as a metaphor not just for cosmic change but for the very nature of our existence, and of life itself.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Popper, K.R. 1963. 388.] 


For others, a similar but more distinctive interpretation is preferred. Kirk argues the fragments may tell us about the nature of change in some ‘manifestations’, but no more than that, ‘for there is no hint that all things resemble rivers’. He tells us that change is imperative in Heraclitus’ view of the natural world. Night follows day and vice-versa, ‘therefore night-day is a single continuum’ and is in constant movement, just as the water is in constant flow and so makes a river. However, this does not necessarily mean that everything is ‘changing at every instant’. Kirk points towards objects such as rocks and tables as examples of how change isn’t constantly present, and refuting the idea that Heraclitus would subscribe to the notion of invisible molecular change, argues that Heraclitus instead relied upon and valued the intelligent interpretation of what could tangibly be seen.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Kirk, G.S. 1951. 37-41.] 


For Kirk then, like Osborne, the river fragments may tell us something about the ever-changing nature of the natural world and of humankind. However, the extent to which may be less conspicuous for Kirk. Kirk’s distinction lies in that the application of this ever-changing state is not always wholly applicable to all facets of the natural world. The important element here, though, is that this is not Kirk’s interpretation of Heraclitus’ fragments. He instead takes a step towards explaining Heraclitus’ ‘true’ meanings by instead exploring his thought processes and methodology.

Kirk’s insight provides us with some interesting questions about how to interpret the river fragments, and how Heraclitus meant for them to be read, but has received some criticism. Rabinowitz and Matson argue that we cannot read the fragments in such a way, and ask, as the most relevant example, what if we were to view the river from a mountaintop? If we cannot see the change, then is it the same as observing a static object such as a rock or a table? They conclude that if the logos for Heraclitus is something that the majority of people cannot comprehend, then Kirk’s argument loses its weight.[footnoteRef:6] If we are to agree with this, then it becomes easier to understand the work of Popper and Osborne: that the rivers are a metaphor for all types of change. These changes are both cosmological and concrete, human and in the world around us. [6:  Rabinowitz, W.G and Matson, W.I. 1956. 254-256.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]There does, therefore, appear to be somewhat of a consensus in the scholarship on Heraclitus’ river fragments as an expression of his doctrine of flux and the ever-changing state of natural phenomenon. I subscribe to the idea, as Osborne and Shiner explain it, that Heraclitus means to explain change as the manifestation of logos through the river fragments. I believe that the river is both a metaphor for the constant change within ourselves, as-well as our ability to create change in the world around us. However, I remain somewhat cynical about certain extrapolations, particularly Popper’s comment on the river fragments as a Hericlitean memento mori, though it highlights the nature of this field, which even Popper, in the same article, describes as one ‘where everything must remain to some extent conjecture and interpretation’.[footnoteRef:7] What Heraclitus truly meant, therefore, probably lies somewhere within those interpretations, though we may never know with exacting accuracy or absolute certainty. [7:  Popper, K.R. 1963. 388.] 
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