What does Heraclitus mean in saying that we never step into the same river twice?
Heraclitus was a pre-Socratic philosopher of 500 BCE [footnoteRef:1] who was concerned with the nature of change and reality, which he expresses in his Doctrine of Flux. The question here mentions to stepping into a river, which refers to the “River Fragments” and it is generally regarded that it refers to the changing nature of the physical world among other interpretations that shall be discussed. Part of the reason there is still questions surrounding what Heraclitus meant exactly is because the fragments are just that-fragments- therefore are not the whole text. Furthermore, Heraclitus had an obscure writing style, expressing himself through brief sayings with little connected argument or explanation. [footnoteRef:2] [1:  Graham, Daniel W. “Heraclitus (fl. c. 500 B.C.E.)” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy.				 Brigham Young University. Accessed 18 Feb 2018.
<https://www.iep.utm.edu/heraclit/#H3>]  [2:  Osbourne, Catherine. “Heraclitus.” in Routledge History of Philosophy Volume 1, From the Beginning to Plato,	 ed. C. C. W. Taylor (London: Routledge, 1997). pp.88-9] 

[bookmark: _Hlk506637203]The fragments in question are: “For it is not possible to step into the same river, according to Heraclitus, nor twice to touch a mortal being in the same condition…” (B91) “Onto those who step into the same rivers different and different waters flow; and souls are exhaled from the moistures,” (B12) “We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not,” (B49a).[footnoteRef:3] These fragments refer to the Doctrine of  Universal Flux, the thesis that everything flows and nothing remains the same. It is not certain that Heraclitus’ own views were this extreme, but the idea that there is a constant flow in associated with him.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Ibid., pp.98-99]  [4:  ibid., p.99] 

From analysis of the fragments, Heraclitus is saying that reality is constantly changing, apart from the logos, which is constant and preserved. [footnoteRef:5] This is especially clear from fragment B49a “We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not,” where the seemingly contradicting statements can be taken to refer to the changing reality, but with a constant logos. However, he is very vague on exactly what the logos is, presenting it as an objective principle behind the nature of reality and that is necessary to recognise in order to understand reality. His concern for the nature of change is significant because his observation that there is constant change means that our observations of the world don’t help reveal the objective truth. For this reason, Heraclitus is sometimes referred to as The Weeping Philosopher, because he believed this meant we may not understand the truth of reality, the logos, due to its constantly changing nature of the reality it manifests itself within. Furthermore, fragment B91 “For it is not possible to step into the same river…” clearly illustrates Heraclitus’ view that, with objects of this world, things never remain the same, “so that we can never lay hold of any definite thing because it changes as we touch it.” [footnoteRef:6] [5:   Vlastos, Gregory. “On Heraclitus.” In Studies in Presocratic Philosophy Vol. 1. ed. David J. Furley and 		R. E. Allen (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1970). p.420]  [6:  Freeman, Kathleen, Companion to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Oxford: Blackwell, 1946). p.114] 

Heraclitus’ view of a constantly changing reality does seem to be consistent with our observations from science. For example, our knowledge of cell regeneration supports Heraclitus’ description that everything changes. Although from a modern, scientific perspective, our concept of knowledge is compatible with the idea of a constant changing reality, as it includes the knowledge of how the changes occur, the notion that everything is changing was seen as very problematic to the Ancient Greeks. For example, Plato saw Heraclitus’ observations as negative as he believed that a constantly changing reality meant true knowledge could not be found. Despite this, Plato still believed true knowledge could be found. 
The reason Plato maintained we could know true knowledge was down to his dualist perspective. Plato believed in a dualist reality in which exists the physical, changing world that we live in now, and an eternal Realm of Forms that transcends the material world. This view expresses that the physical world that we experience is a mere shadow compared to the Realm of Forms, so although change occurs in the physical realm, in the true reality (the Realm of Forms) there is not change. Furthermore, all things in the physical world are flawed imitations of the eternal Forms, so although Heraclitus is undeniably right in that the physical world is constantly changing, Plato would argue that in the true reality- where it counts- there is no change, and the change present in the physical world is an example of the imperfections that exist there. Therefore, things may be constantly changing in the physical realm, so there we cannot learn true knowledge from observations of this. However, because Plato believed that the Realm of Forms was eternal, therefore unchanging, so true knowledge could be learned from studying the Forms, which we recognise as they are innate in us. This relationship between the physical world and the Realm of Forms is illustrated in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Plato, “The Republic VII.” Accessed 19 Feb 2018. pp. 373-378.	<http://www.idph.net/conteudos/ebooks/republic.pdf>] 

Although Plato’s Theory of Forms provide an alternative to Heraclitus’ view of a constantly a changing reality, there are some criticisms of his theory that should be considered before one accepts it. For example, Plato’s theory is entirely hypothetical as there is no way to prove that the Realm of Forms actually exists, so to a materialist, Plato’s dualist perspective fails to be a persuasive argument against Heraclitus. Furthermore, Plato claims we have innate knowledge of the Forms, and it is through this that we gain true knowledge. An objection to this, one which Aristotle has put forward, is that knowledge is not known innately and must be learned from experience and observation, a point which modern science supports. 
To conclude, the river fragments associated with Heraclitus convey his view on the changing nature of reality, and this in turn has strong implications on the subject of true knowledge, and what it is to know. Although the fragmented nature of Heraclitus’ teachings mean interpretation is needed to discern their meaning, and the fact that some of the fragments are second hand from other philosophers, the meaning of the river fragments seems clearer than many other, more obscure fragments. This relative clarity allows us to have some certainty as to what Heraclitus meant. Furthermore, much of what Heraclitus says has some bearing today in science (though of course not all his teachings are this consistent). Compared to other Ancient Greek Philosophers, such as Plato, Heraclitus’ teaching on change generally seem more compatible with the knowledge we have of change today, and although this may mean finding true knowledge about the material world is impossible, true knowledge is still possible in the knowledge of processes of change within the material world.
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