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Part 1. Process essays:

 

 


 




No Essence Of Things

 

 

Substance thinking has always been artificial, expecting to find the nucleus of things, a hidden "essence" behind surface appearances. A real good person behind bad behaviour, a real bad soul to be punished.  But process says that's nonsense. A locked box is one surface, and an opened box is just another surface. No matter how small you cut, only new surfaces will reveal, no essences, ever. All you get is "appearances", only surface, never "interior".

 

The habit of searching for an inner core — a hidden nucleus behind appearances — runs very deep in substance thinking. We imagine that what is visible is secondary, and that somewhere beneath it lies the “real thing”: the true self behind behavior, the true moral character behind action, the ultimate particle behind matter, the essence behind the mask.

 

Process thinking refuses that vertical move.

 

It does not say that nothing is real. It says that reality does not hide behind what appears. What appears is already the articulation. There is no second layer waiting underneath to rescue or condemn it.

 

A locked suitcase is one surface appearance. An opened suitcase is another surface appearance. The difference is not between surface and interior; it is between two relational configurations. When you open it, you do not reach “the essence of suitcase.” You reach further articulations — cloth, metal, seams, perhaps objects inside. And if you cut those, you do not arrive at some metaphysical kernel. You encounter further differentiation: fibers, threads, molecular structure, fields, interactions. Each layer is another surface in relation to the next.

 

The search for substantial essence assumes that if we peel enough layers away, something self-sufficient will remain. Process ontology says that what remains is always further articulation — never a final core.

 

This shift has ethical consequences. If there is no metaphysical “good soul” hidden behind bad behavior, then goodness is not an invisible essence waiting to be revealed. It is pattern, continuity, constraint, habit, reconfiguration. Likewise, there is no eternal “bad essence” that must be punished as such. There are only stabilized patterns of action and relation that can harden, soften, reorganize.

 

Substance thinking moralizes essence. Process thinking examines meaningful patterns.

 

The expression “surface” can be misleading if it suggests superficiality. In a process view everything is surface, there is no superficial layer covering a deeper truth. There is only articulated change at different scales and modes. What we call “interior” is simply another region of structured differentiation under constraint. It is not ontologically deeper; because it appears different therefore it is functionally different. There's no hidden layer behind function and appearance.

 

Even the self is like this. What feels like an interior core — an inner witness, a hidden nucleus — dissolves under careful examination into memories, anticipations, sensations, habits, and narratives. Each one is another stabilization. There is no final inner chamber, my real "soul", the true "me".

 

This does not make reality hollow. It makes it inexhaustible. There is no last thing because there is no static thing to count with.

 

The mistake of substance thinking is not that it notices stability. Momentary stabilization does occur. The mistake is expecting stability to conceal a metaphysical anchor.

 

Process says: what you see is not a mask hiding essence. It is a moment in ongoing articulated change. Open it, and you do not reach bedrock — you reach further articulation.

 

There is no interior beyond surface because “surface” is a metaphor inherited from substance metaphysics. In a process view, there are no shells and cores — only dynamic patterns that can always be unfolded into further patterns.

 

Not nothing.

Not essence.

Only structured becoming, all the way through. Patterns of dynamic records.

 

*     *     *

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Why Process Over Substance?

 

 

 

Substance thinking is not just incomplete. It is structurally distorting. It freezes what is fluid. It turns dynamic relational activity into imagined blocks of “being.” It mistakes momentary stabilization for lasting essence.

 

Human cognition, at its most immediate level, is not built out of things. It is built out of transitions, gradients, shifts, tensions, and flows. Before we carve the world into objects, we experience modulation. Before we name a “tree,” there is color-shift, movement, contrast, texture, change. The mind does not first meet substances; it encounters structured variation. The carving into objects is a compression strategy. Useful — but secondary.

 

Substance metaphysics takes that compression and elevates it to ontology. It says: the carving is fundamental. The boundaries are real. The divisions are ultimate. What was originally a cognitive stabilization becomes a claim about reality itself.

 

That inversion is the failure.

 

Distance, mass, discrete bodies — these are stabilized regimes of interaction. They are not primary. They are high-coherence patterns within relational dynamics. But when we absolutize them, we begin to think in terms of separateness as fundamental. Separate bodies. Separate interests. Separate identities. Separate ownership. Separate territories.

 

Once separation is ontologized, conflict becomes structurally natural. If I am a bounded substance and you are another bounded substance, then between us lies distance. Between us lies potential opposition. Between us lies competition for limited extension.

 

Substance thinking quietly encodes alienation. Sounds familiar?

 

Time, in the same way, becomes a container in which objects move — rather than an ordering emerging from dependency relations within process. We then struggle to explain what time “is,” because we have reified what was originally an ordering artifact of stabilization.

 

This does not mean that bridges are mistakes or that houses should not be built - as long as we still need them. Stabilized structure is not an error. It is a phase. It is a compression regime. The error lies in mistaking the phase for the foundation.

 

Substance thinking imprisons imagination because it naturalizes limitation. It tells us that identity is rigid, that borders are real in themselves, that possession attaches to bounded entities, that separation is basic. A process view reveals that what appears fixed is continuously maintained. Boundaries are gradients. Identity is continuity under constraint. Separation is conditional, not absolute.

 

When this is seen, rigidity softens. Ownership becomes provisional. Conflict is recognized as incompatibility of stabilizations rather than metaphysical opposition of essences. Even the self becomes a dynamic articulation rather than a fortress.

 

The point is not to deny matter, distance, or structure. Instead we relocate them to secondary status: they become the stabilized outcomes of relational dynamics, not ultimate constituents of reality.

 

Substance ontology was a usable modeling shortcut up to a point. But as a worldview, it freezes the world into fragments. A process view reopens it into flow.

 

We do not need to abolish using buildings or bridges. We need to stop believing they sit on a metaphysical bedrock of separate things. They are temporary useful coherences in an ongoing articulation.

 

Substance thinking says: the world is made of things that interact.

 

Process thinking says: the world is interaction that momentarily stabilizes as things.

 

That reversal is not cosmetic. It changes how we understand identity, causation, responsibility, conflict, and freedom.

 

Freedom is not the absence of structure. It is the fluid reconfiguration of structure within process. Substance thinking hides that fluidity. Process ontology reveals it.

 

However even abandoning substance in favour of seeing everything as process is still not the final view, and for several good, structurally convergent reasons.

 

The raft metaphor reminds us that frameworks are instrumental. A raft is indispensable while crossing the river; it becomes a burden if carried afterward. The mistake is not building rafts. The mistake is mistaking them for land. Ontologies are crossings, not territories. Even a process ontology must remain a raft.

 

Gödel deepens the humility. Any sufficiently expressive formal system contains truths it cannot prove from within itself. It cannot certify its own consistency without stepping outside its own rules. This is not a defect of this or that system — it is structural. It means closure is impossible in principle. No ontology can be self-securing from inside itself.

 

Tarski adds another layer: truth for a system cannot be fully defined within the same system. One must move to a meta-language. Every attempt to define everything within one layer silently relies on a higher layer. That ascent does not terminate.

 

Together these three gestures converge on a single discipline: no framework is final, no articulation is self-grounding, no closure is absolute.

 

This is not relativism. It is structural modesty.

 

Substance metaphysics tends toward self-enclosure: it seeks fixed foundations. But Gödel shows that formal closure fractures from within. Tarski shows that semantic closure fractures from above. The raft metaphor shows that practical closure is context-bound.

 

A process perspective harmonizes with this. If reality is ongoing articulation under evolving constraint, then no description can exhaust it. Every stabilized theory is itself a record within process. It works because it coheres — not because it anchors the whole.

 

The danger, then, is not substance alone. It is any claim to finality.

The discipline becomes this:

Use the raft.

Know it floats.

Know it is not the shore.

And know that even the recognition of its provisional status is another plank that may someday need to be set down.

 

*    *    *
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1. What is Process Ontology?

Process ontology begins from a simple but far-reaching dissatisfaction: the sense that traditional substance-based metaphysics struggles to do justice to a world characterized by change, development, interaction, and emergence. While classical ontology tends to treat change as something that happens to things, process ontology reverses the explanatory order. Change, activity, and becoming are not secondary features of reality; they are its foundation.

 

This approach has deep historical roots—running from Heraclitus through early modern debates on motion, to 20th-century figures such as Whitehead and Bergson—but it also resonates strongly with contemporary science, where stability is routinely explained in dynamic terms. The aim of this essay is not to defend a particular historical doctrine, but to present a general, formal outline of process ontology as a philosophical framework: a set of commitments, primitives, and constraints that can guide metaphysical theorizing across domains.

 

 

2. The Core Commitment: Process over Substance

At the heart of process ontology lies a single guiding commitment:

Processes are ontologically fundamental; substances, objects, and things are derived.

 

Where substance ontology begins with enduring entities that possess properties and occasionally undergo change, process ontology begins with ongoing activity. What we ordinarily call “objects” are understood instead as relatively stable, recurrent, or self-maintaining processes. A river is not a thing that happens to flow; it is the flowing. Likewise, organisms, storms, economies, and even particles are best understood as patterns of activity rather than inert bearers of properties.

This shift is not merely linguistic. It entails a rethinking of identity, causation, time, and explanation. Stability becomes something that requires explanation, rather than the default state of being.

 

 

3. Ontological Primitives

A process ontology requires a different set of primitives than a substance-based one. At minimum, it introduces:

 

	
Processes as basic existents: temporally extended occurrences with internal structure.



	
Relations as ontologically primitive: especially temporal, interactional, and constraining relations.



 

Importantly, processes are not defined as sequences of static states, nor as mere aggregates of events. They are unified wholes whose identity depends on their unfolding over time. While it is often useful to speak of phases or states within a process, these are ontologically dependent abstractions, not independent building blocks.

 

This commitment blocks a reduction of processes to instantaneous “time slices,” ensuring that temporality is built into the ontology from the ground up.

 

 

4. Time and Temporality

In process ontology, time is not an external container in which entities reside. Rather, temporality is intrinsic to processes themselves. To exist is to occur over time.

 

Several consequences follow:

 

	
All fundamental entities are temporally extended.



	
Instantaneous entities, if admitted at all, are derivative or idealized.



	
Temporal ordering is typically partial, allowing for overlap, concurrency, and asynchronous interaction.



 

Instead of asking how objects persist through time, the process ontologist asks how temporal continuity is structured within ongoing activity. Past phases of a process remain relevant, not merely as remembered facts, but as active constraints on present and future development.

 

 

5. Identity, Persistence, and Individuation

One of the most significant departures from substance ontology concerns identity. If reality is fundamentally processual, then strict numerical identity over time becomes less central.

 

Persistence is explained not by the endurance of a self-identical thing, but by:

 

	
continuity of activity,



	
maintenance of organizational patterns,



	
and stability of functional roles.



 

A process may change many of its features while remaining “the same” in a contextually appropriate sense. Identity, on this view, is graded, contextual, and scale-relative, rather than absolute. Individuation depends on explanatory interests, temporal resolution, and relational embedding. Boundaries between processes are often fuzzy, negotiated, or interest-relative rather than sharply given.

This does not entail metaphysical vagueness as a defect; rather, it reflects the structure of a world composed of overlapping and interpenetrating activities.

 

 

6. Relations, Causation, and Constraint

Because relations are primitive, causation is reconceived in dynamic and relational terms. Instead of discrete cause–effect pairings between events, process ontology emphasizes:

 

	ongoing interaction,


	mutual modulation,


	and constraint of possible trajectories.


 

Causes are often distributed across time and across multiple interacting processes. One process may enable, inhibit, channel, or stabilize another without acting as a singular triggering event. Feedback loops, path dependence, and systemic regulation take center stage.

This richer causal vocabulary aligns naturally with explanations in biology, ecology, cognitive science, and social theory, where outcomes emerge from sustained interactions rather than isolated impacts.

 

 

7. Organization, Emergence, and Levels

Process ontology is inherently organizational. Processes can combine, interlock, and nest, forming higher-order processes with their own characteristic patterns.

Composition here is not mere aggregation. When processes are composed, new organizational regimes may arise—regimes that exert downward constraints on their components. This makes room for ontological emergence: the appearance of novel properties or capacities that cannot be straightforwardly attributed to any single subprocess in isolation.

Crucially, this is compatible with a multi-level picture of reality. Lower-level processes give rise to higher-level ones, but higher-level organization can also shape and stabilize lower-level activity. Reduction remains a useful methodological tool, but it is not assumed to be metaphysically exhaustive.

 

 

8. Modality, Novelty, and Stability

A process-based ontology treats the future as open but constrained. Processes have multiple possible continuations, but these possibilities are shaped by their histories, interactions, and current organizational states.

Stability is therefore not the absence of change, but a special kind of dynamic achievement. Stable processes actively resist disruption through regulation, feedback, and adaptation. Conversely, novelty arises when constraints are relaxed, recombined, or broken—allowing new patterns of activity to emerge.

This balance between order and change is not a puzzle to be solved away, but a central feature of reality to be explained.

 

 

9. Why a Framework, Not a Finished System

The account presented here is deliberately framework-level. It specifies primitives and constraints without dictating a single formalism, logic, or scientific theory. A process ontology of this kind can be developed using:

 

	temporal or modal logics,


	dynamical systems theory,


	category-theoretic tools,


	or domain-specific mathematical models.


 

Its value lies not in offering final answers, but in reshaping the space of possible answers—placing activity, relation, and organization at the center of metaphysical explanation.

 

 

10. Concluding Remarks

Process ontology invites philosophers to take change seriously—not as a secondary phenomenon, but as the very fabric of reality. By treating processes as fundamental, it offers a coherent way to think about time, causation, emergence, and persistence without relying on static substances lurking beneath the flux.

Whether one ultimately endorses this approach or not, engaging with process ontology clarifies what is at stake in our deepest ontological commitments. It challenges us to ask whether the world is best understood as a collection of things that happen to change—or as a structured, evolving field of activity in which stability itself is something continuously achieved.

 

*    *    *

 

 

 

 




Process Ontology Landscape: Varieties and Defense


 

 

 

Process ontologies come in many flavors, united by a common conviction: becoming is more fundamental than being, relations more basic than relata, and stability an achievement rather than a metaphysical given. Before defending this family of views against substance-based objections, it’s worth surveying the territory to see how different process frameworks approach the core challenge of explaining continuity without substrates.

 

 

The Process Tradition: Four Approaches

 

Whiteheadian Process Philosophy takes “actual occasions”—discrete events of becoming—as ontological primitives. Reality consists of momentary experiential unities that arise, achieve definiteness through their relations to prior occasions (prehension), and perish into objective immortality as data for future occasions. What we call “enduring objects” are societies of occasions exhibiting pattern repetition across a temporal sequence. Whitehead’s framework is radically anti-substantialist: there are no things, only happenings; no static being, only dynamic becoming. The challenge lies in its metaphysical richness—panexperientialism, eternal objects, God as primordial actuality—which makes empirical application difficult. Still, it demonstrates that a fully developed process ontology can handle continuity (via pattern inheritance), novelty (via creative advance), and structure (via nexūs of occasions) without invoking substrates.

 

 

Madhyamaka Buddhist Ontology (conventional domain) offers a more austere process view grounded in dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda). Nothing possesses intrinsic nature (svabhāva); all phenomena arise through causal interdependence and are empty of essence. What appears as “substance” is conventional designation (prajñapti) onto flux—useful for navigation but not metaphysically robust. The classic example: a chariot is neither identical to its parts nor separate from them; “chariot” designates a functional pattern, not an underlying thing. Personal identity works similarly: the “self” is a conventional label for a causally continuous stream of mental and physical processes (skandhas), not an enduring soul. Madhyamaka’s strength is its systematic anti-essentialism and its sophisticated logical tools (apoha, tetralemma) for handling identity without substance. Its limitation for contemporary philosophy of science is the lack of formal apparatus for quantitative modeling.

 

 

Bergsonian Duration treats time itself as the fundamental reality—not a dimension in which things exist, but creative flow (durée) that resists spatialization. For Bergson, substance ontology commits the error of treating temporal existence on the model of spatial extension: frozen, divisible, static. Real duration is indivisible becoming, experienced directly in consciousness as continuous qualitative change. What we call “objects” are artificially carved stable patterns within this flow, practical fictions useful for action but metaphysically misleading. Bergson’s emphasis on irreversible time and qualitative transformation offers resources for understanding biological and psychological phenomena, but his rejection of mathematical formalization limits engagement with physics and quantitative science.

 

Dynamic Record (DR) synthesizes process-first commitments with formal precision suitable for scientific application. Its primitives are explicitly non-substantialist: differentiation (D) as action rather than property, records (R) as stabilized patterns rather than things, evolving coherence geometry (ğ) and differentiation space (Š) rather than background spacetime, and threshold (ħ) determining which differentiations register as structure-forming. The framework is compositional—macro structures arise through accumulation and constraint, no strong emergence allowed—and empirically tractable. Objects and persons are high-differentiation-complexity (DC) record structures that maintain continuity through coherence-compatible transformations, not substrate persistence. DR’s distinctive contribution is providing measurable quantities (DC, ħ) and dynamic rules (ğ evolution) where other process ontologies offer concepts without mechanism. It’s designed for application across physics (measurement, decoherence), cognition (concept formation), and AI (learning as record dynamics) while maintaining strict anti-essentialism.
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