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

I would like to first consider the outlying context of the claim by Heraclitus that we cannot step twice in the same river, by agreeing with the assumption that ‘Heraclitus moves within the Parmenidean dialectic of being and non-being.’[footnoteRef:1] There is an intuitive sense of contradiction in Heraclitus’ assertion, as in Parmenides’ ideas on ‘Is’ and ‘Is Not’; namely, we may all feel that in fact we can, and indeed have, at times, stepped in the same river twice. Prima facie, what Heraclitus seems to be inferring is that we should consider the river as an idea (the idea of the river being that which we feel is consistently existent), and also as an entity dispossessed of continuous numerical identity (surviving as an idea despite the constant dissemination of its constituent water); that which we never step in twice.  [1:  Julian Marias, History of Philosophy, 1967, Dover Publications, New York, pg. 27] 

	This relates to the dialectic of being and non-being, as I see it, to the extent that it supports the idea of two worlds: the world of appearances, and the ‘real’ world underlying these appearances. The world of appearances comes to us through the senses; it ‘is false when taken as true reality’[footnoteRef:2], which is to say that it is true when taken as false reality. It is, then, simultaneously real and not real, and thus participates in the dialectic of being and non-being (the larger Parmenidean context).  [2:  Ibid., pg.27] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The world not of the senses is capable of being understood via the mind, or nous (though, according to Heraclitus, few people understand this underlying nature of things). This underlying reality, that of the logos, is not possible without the particular components of the river’s appearance: its wetness, its particular movements. The logos is eternal, and all action occurs in relation to it; it is alike to ‘a system of measured proportion’[footnoteRef:3]. Thus neither of the ‘false’ and ‘real’ realities takes precedence, is more necessary, to the river’s existence – we are led, via the conception of the possibility of being and non-being, to appreciation of the symbiotic relationship of falsity and reality, to a seeming resolution of the contradiction; it is a nuanced resolution. This notion of being is crucial in understanding the river in its two realities, as entity and as appearance, and thus being able to assert that we both can and cannot step in the same river twice. [3:  C. C. W. Taylor, Routledge History of Philosophy Vol. 1, 2002, Routledge Publications, London, pg. 93] 

	The word ‘river’ is possessed of dual identity, the ability to simultaneously (paradoxically) be and not-be a certain thing; and Heraclitus, by positing his seemingly self-contradictory statement, raises to our consciousness the ambiguity of language – we can no longer, in light of the previous points I have made in this essay, assume that language is not context dependent; that to which a word refers becomes that which defines the meaning of that word. The relationship between language and reality comes into play. 
	It is interesting that this noticing of the variability of semantic values according to context occurs so early in the history of philosophy; it echoes, more than faintly, Foucauldian discourse analysis (a 20th century idea), according to which, for example, language is both used to create a context of imbalanced power between participants in discourse, and is itself created as a result of these pre-existent imbalanced power dynamics; there is no sense in which the meaning of a word or phrase is absolute outside of any given context – that to which a word refers is flexible (in flux), and so we may not speak the same sentence twice, even if we speak the same words. 
	 In Aristotle’s writings can be found a counterargument to these ideas. The first of Aristotle’s principles of non-contradiction, that ‘it is impossible for the same thing to belong and not to belong at the same time to the same thing and in the same respect’[footnoteRef:4], seems to prevent the possibility of Heraclitus’ fragment making sense; Heraclitus claims: ‘Into the same rivers we step and do not step’. We must consider that Aristotle is not claiming that on ‘this view, it is not that one cannot believe that x is F and not F’; he is instead claiming that ‘one cannot rationally do so’[footnoteRef:5]. If we believe Heraclitus speaking of the river, we are believing that what we step into, x, is both F and not F. What Heraclitus invites us to do is consider that in his fragments, ‘the rational linguistic structure or form of life in which his discourse belongs, and [that which] it implicitly expresses [the logos], can be ‘heard’’.[footnoteRef:6] The fact that the semantic content of the fragments is seemingly self-contradictory raises our awareness to the fact that the prepositional truth of the statements is not their sole purpose; they are to point us towards the logos, which is the truth more worth knowing (and which it is rational to know).  [4:  Paula Gottlieb, "Aristotle on Non-contradiction", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2015 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2015/entries/aristotle-noncontradiction/>.]  [5:  Ibid. ]  [6:  C. C. W. Taylor, Routledge History of Philosophy Vol. 1, 2002, Routledge Publications, London, pg. 89] 

	Heraclitus seemingly means - and does not mean - many things, by saying we cannot step in the same river twice. He is at once inviting us to reflect on the permeability of semantic value according to situational dynamic, as well as possibly inferring (in pre-emptive riposte to Aristotle) that a belief, whilst necessarily adhering to the principle of non-contradiction (if it is to be held as truth, or knowledge), may appear contradictory and yet still be rationally held; prepositional truths must merely be considered in accordance with the variable contexts in which it may occur. Their truth is in potentially constant flux, alike to the logos; strictly held prepositional truths might be the domain of ‘mere mortals’. His writings remain only in fragments and are impossible to consider without the lacquer of bias they have accrued from subsequent analysis; they are themselves subject to the context dependence they (might) have intended to make us aware of. 
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