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What does Heraclitus mean in saying, 'We never step into the same river twice'? 

Socrates, "Father of Western Philosophy", is often accredited with being the most impactful in the foundations of philosophy as we've come to know it.1 However pre-Socratic intellectuals such as Xenophanes, Democritus and Parmenides truly paved the way for philosophical schools of thought. Among these pre-Socratics was Heraclitus, an Ionian from around 500BC who became known as, 'The obscure one' due to his paradoxical truths and riddle like explanations. Heraclitus was concerned with objective truths and the nature of things. One of his most famous observations is that, 'We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not'. In order to understand what he means by this we must first understand his fundamental theories.  

Heraclitus presented three main ideas which he believed could answer the question what is reality? These ideas are: the doctrine of universal flux, logos and the unity of opposites. In understanding what these three ideas show we can access the meaning of the aforementioned observation.  
Heraclitus believed fire to be the original substance of all things. Because of this everything in the universe is made from fire and returns to fire in a cyclic existence which results in order and balance. The processes fire goes through, in order to form the various resulting substances, also means that everything is always changing. The notion that all things are always changing is referred to as the doctrine of universal flux. In order to explain this concept of continuous change Heraclitus uses the analogy of a river stating as above, 'we never step into the same river twice'. In saying this Heraclitus is addressing the fact that everything is perpetually in motion. Both the river and you will have changed each time said river is stepped in. If we think of the river as a parallel to the universe we may be able to better comprehend what's being said. A river remains a river by definition so long as a continuous stream of water flows. However the exact same water will never run through the same river twice therefore the river is both ever constant and ever changing. It provides us with an example showing how an individual entity has its own laws of organisation and existence. In applying this to the universe we can see that whilst as a whole it remains the same by definition the individual items within it are constantly changing. Understanding this in tern allows us to see that everything is always changing and it is in this change that logos manifests itself. 

Logos is the arche that allows us to use objective reasoning to interpret and explain the nature of things within our world. If we hope to understand this nature we must understand our experiences and to do this truly we must first understand logos. For Heraclitus those who could not access logos could not access the objective world either. Instead they would be perusing what they perceive to be the objective world but which is actually their own subjective one.2 For this reason we must be sure to fully grasp logos before beginning an investigation into the nature of things otherwise such enquiry is futile. It also means that without understanding logos you wont be able to interpret Heraclitus' own work, On Nature, which like Diogenes Laertius may result in you feeling, "It needs a Delian diver to get to the bottom of it". Once logos is understood it becomes possible to unravel the paradoxical truths used by Heraclitus in explanation of universal truths.  

The unity of opposites is used frequently and repeatedly by Heraclitus throughout his theory. By showing the relationship between two seemingly contradictory things the nature of these things becomes apparent. This is shown in the quote as opposites presented to us 'do' and 'do not' with regards to stepping in the same river twice. As everything is cyclic there is a balance maintained by the opposites within the universe. Showing again how the process of change from one thing into another allows for order. Some examples of these paradoxical statements being used elsewhere by Heraclitus include, 'The sea is most pure and most polluted water', 'The path up and down is one and the same'. Both of these statements show that the nature of the sea or path depends on the one experiencing them. For a fish the sea is pure whilst for man it is polluted and a path traveled is either up or down depending on where you start from. Within these statements there is also a suggestion of our experience influencing our understanding of the world subjectively. If our experience is subjective how can we be sure of our interpretation of the world? 

Our experiences are our knowledge and our knowledge is our understanding. By seeing, hearing, feeling and doing we are gaining access to knowledge though seldom do we realise it. For Heraclitus, 'many do not understand such things as they encounter (…) but they think they do'. In relation to the river analogy some may recognise that the river is different as are they when stepping into it but they don't fully have the wisdom to truly know what this means. This makes both sense experience and wisdom central to understanding. But what happens when our experiences are subjective?  
For Plato true knowledge is impossible to gain under the constraints of Heraclitus' theories. If every thing is always in flux then how can we truly know anything? Aristotle accused Heraclitus with breaking the law of non-contradiction which states that contradictory statements cannot both be true in the same sense at the same time.3 We cannot accept change and sameness as principles of nature working simultaneously. Ideas of Heraclitus' being unpicked and criticised in this way may mean his overall theory suffers from retrospective philosophical arguments which are able to discredit it.  

"If you want to explain Heraclitus, tell us first what his problem was".4 Ultimately Heraclitus aimed to address the issues of metaphysics and epistemology facing him. What is reality? What exists? How does it exist? How is change possible? In attempting to answer these questions he states, 'we never step into the same river twice'. Showing his view that change is the underlying nature of all things. 
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