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The contemporary revival of process philosophy requires
renewed clarification of its conceptual scope and ontological
commitments. This article investigates the meaning of a
processual conception of reality, beginning from the difficulty
of defining “process” without presupposing either being or
becoming as its ground. By revisiting the Greek origins of the
debate, from Heraclitus’ primacy of flux to Aristotle’s
teleological framing of change, the study shows how classical
metaphysics consistently subordinated process to
permanence. Against this background, modern process
thinkers such as Hegel, Schelling, Peirce, James, Bergson, and
Whitehead articulate an inversion of perspective: what
happens precedes what “is,” and identity must be derived from
transformation. From this standpoint, time, space, and
causality appear not as neutral containers but as dimensions
constituted within processuality itself. The paper further
distinguishes between strong and weak forms of
processualism and situates them within contemporary
debates on ontology, epistemology, and phenomenology.
Particular attention is given to the role of experience, creativity,
and emergence in configuring novelty and natural order. The
article concludes by proposing a view of nature as a network of
processes, where laws and structures are contingent
stabilizations rather than immutable essences, thus offering a
dynamic alternative to atomistic and mechanistic paradigms.
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Introduction

If we try to define the meaning of a processual conception of reality, or
more specifically we want to outline the foundations of a processual on-
tology, we immediately come across a preliminary question: what exactly
should we mean by “process’? The need to define the thematic object, na-
tural and obvious for any type of philosophical reflection, becomes parti-
cularly problematic in this case, because the object of the investigation is
not independent of the method, which in turn is influenced by the object.
This apparent circularity is better understood if we consider the notions
that are commonly associated with this notion in this context; this is in
particular the case for two terms that constantly recur in the reflections of
those who profess to adhere to the processual current: time and change. It
is well known that the most important processual conceptions of reality
are profoundly marked by a repeated meditation on time, as will be seen
later. But also the theme of change, intertwined with, but not identical to,
that of process, is almost always present in the writings and ideas of those
who have addressed this topic. The problematic nature of these concepts
lies in the fact that time, change and process are names that apparently in-
dicate “entities’, if not “things’. Which often leads to the aporia of having
to show in what sense the processual conception of reality can be applied
to questions that immediately transfigure the very meaning of investiga-
ting. The question “what is the process?” (and this applies analogously to
“time” and “change”) is in fact misleading in itself, since it does not proble-
matize precisely what constitutes the motive of a processual approach to
reality: that is, the very contestation that reality is adequately expressi-
ble in terms of being. But on the other hand, and correlatively, any refu-
sal to reflect on the being of the process, or of change, cannot but end up
entangled in the paradox, denounced in his time by Heidegger, for which
it is not enough to replace it with notions such as that of becoming, since
Heraclitus, the putative father of the processual conception, already knew
that the affirmation that everything flows, or becomes, immediately im-
plies the other, for which flowing does not flow, becoming does not beco-
me. In other words, it is not enough to suppose that being and becoming,
Parmenides and Heraclitus, are contrasted to believe that we have thus
resolved the diatribe and have finally been able to access the unveiling of
the authentic understanding of reality, naturally understood in a dynamic
sense. However, this is precisely the illusion that is most often encounte-
red among supporters of the processual conception. This requires clarifica-
tion and additional investigation. Process cannot simply be understood as
a notion antithetical to that of substance. More subtle relationships exist
between being and becoming. A quick look at the theses of the major theo-
rists of the processual conception can help to clarify this crucial point here.

The Advent of a Processual Perspective in
Western Philosophy

Thenotion of processappearsimmediately in Greek philosophical reflection.
As has already been said, Heraclitus is commonly considered the putati-
ve father of this approach, and all those philosophers who place becoming
as more fundamental than being are called Heracliteans. In fact, once the



question has been posed in these terms, it is possible to find traces of it in
almost every great thinker. Starting from Plato, with his reflections on the
supreme genres, and passing eminently through Aristotle, with the pro-
longed reflection he conducted on movement and change, up to Plotinus
and his emanationist metaphysics, this theme shows itself to be almost
omnipresent in Greek thought, at least in its major expressions. However,
what emerges from these first modelings of processuality is generally (al-
beit with some nuances that cannot be discussed here) the tendency to
configure it within a specific structure. In other words, when change and
diversity are thematized, they are nevertheless subordinated to identity
and permanence. In fact, to give just one example, which is fundamental
for understanding subsequent theoretical developments, when Aristotle
discusses change he frames it in a complex theoretical strategy which is
governed by the basic idea that every change tends towards an outcome,
and for this reason already predefined. The change is not denied, but it
is determined and thus understood, thereby imposing on it a form whi-
ch—this indeed—does not change. Here we are dealing with an extremely
complex and still controversial issue, concerning the meaning to be given
to the correlation, established by Aristotle in the Metaphysics, between
energeia and entelecheia. [1] A controversy which some of the greatest
thinkers then focused on. Just think of the debate betwe-

en Hegel and Schelling and the claim, made by the latter,
of the possibility of thinking energeia without reference
to any telos and therefore freeing it from entelecheia. [2]
These brief hints should be sufficient to grasp how the pro-
blem of understanding processuality is remarkably com-
plex and divided into subordinate and connected issues:
identity and difference, determinacy and indeterminacy,
transformation and configuration, change and permanen-
ce, generality and individuation, to name but a few. It is
clearly seen how these problems are not of exclusive rele-
vance to a philosophical current centered on the concept
of process, but concern philosophical speculation as such.

Reversing the Classical Substantialist
Perspective.

[1] On this theme see my “Sulla possi-
bilita e lopportunita di una metafisica

processuale fenomenologica”, Giornale
di Metafisica, n. 2 (2023), pp. 395-412.

[2] 1 have dealt with this question in
further details in my “Sul concetto di
entita attuale in Whitehead in rela-
zione ad Aristotele, Hegel e Schelling”,
Giornale di Metafisica, n.1(2023),

pp. 87-102. For a further attempt to
place process metaphysics in critical
continuity with the Aristotelian tradi-
tion and recent analytic metaphysics,
see N. Shang, “Whitehead’s Process
Metaphysics as a New Link between
Aristotelian and Analytic Metaphysics,”
International Journal of Trend in
Scientific Research and Development,
vol. 4 (2), 2020, pp. 242-250.

The meaning of the processual conception can perhaps be grasped in the
best way if it is considered in terms of a reversal of perspective: the philo-
sophy of process consists first of all in an inversion of the theoretical gaze
which conceives what happens as ontologically prior to what “is”. This does
not mean denying permanence, but explaining it starting from change,
that is, overturning the classical perspective of philosophy. This requires
us to question the primacy of the concept of “being”, from its Greek ori-
gins to its Heideggerian formulations, recovering its genealogy starting
from the Greek question of what “is” and deconditioning

it from its apparent absoluteness. [3] The fundamental
question that is then posed is the following: is the notion
of process (and the correlative notion of event, to which
we will return) comparable to that of entity? But what is
an “entity”? What does “to be” mean? Process philosophy

[3] For a recent discussion of the inter-
nal coherence of process metaphysics
and its consonance with a dynamic

conception of nature, see M. Bickhard,

“Process Metaphysics: Coherences

and Consequences”, Manuscrito, 47 (1),
2024, pp. 2-18.
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precisely problematizes this approach based on the concept of being, of
Parmenidean origin and canonized by the Socratic question. A process “is”
not, but happens and “does”. Therefore, instead of the substantivation of
the verb, we must, if anything, insist on the verbalization of the nouns
themselves. An example: instead of the canonical formula of judgment, S
is P (“the grass is green”), which for Aristotle allows each verb to be tran-
sformed into a verbal predicate (copula in the present indicative plus par-
ticiple, per esempio from “John walks” you can get “John is walking”), on
the contrary every participle and every adjective can be understood in
terms of verbality. Thus, in the example indicated above, one can under-
stand the greenness of the grass as a process, and translate this perspective
into linguistic form in verbal terms using the expression “the grass gre-
ens’. Clearly this approach is not only linguistic, much less grammatical,
but if anything requires us to investigate the implicit philosophical mea-
ning of each grammar. This approach also has decisive implications for the
philosophy of nature, as it undermines the same oppositional correlation
between facts and laws. Every happening is in itself structured and there-
fore nomological. Later we will see what effects the processual approach
produces on natural philosophy and epistemology. Adopting the proces-
sual perspective immediately means overturning the traditional problems
of ontology. An example above all is represented by the problem of how
to conceive temporality. Time is understood, in processual terms, as both
essential and derivative: there is nothing that is not temporally configu-
red, since permanence is also understood as duration. But on the other
hand, and precisely for this reason, temporality derives from something
more original: processuality itself. This thesis is expressed most clearly by
Whitehead but finds similar formulations, albeit more nuanced, also in
Peirce, James and Bergson. Similarly, it can be said that spatiality is also
derivative. Here, however, there are some more marked differences, since
while Whitehead understands both space and time in terms of the pro-
perties of the constantly changing (creative, adds the English philosopher)
processual field, Bergson tends to oppose space and time in terms of diffe-
rent and irreducible modalities of apprehension of reality.

Time, Space, and Causality

Immediately connected to the theme of the forms of reality (space and
time) is that of identity. Precisely because space and time are considered not
as derivative and secondary but on the contrary as essential and structural
to understand the very process of reality, even the identity of something
can no longer be understood as original data (and therefore as axiomatic, as
asserted from the identity principle for which A = A), but as effective only
in terms of maintenance (in principle revocable) of this property in the spa-
ce-time multiplicity. In other words, a thing is itself only insofar as it im-
plements itself within a dynamic space-time extensionality. The question of
identity is therefore also reformulated, as the processual perspective is also
relational and organic without being holistic in an absolute sense, precisely
because it is always a question of a totality in non-deterministic evolution.
In this regard, some significant differences between Whitehead and Peirce
should be noted. For Whitehead, identity in time is to be understood star-
ting from a succession of atomic “occasions’, whereas for Peirce a reference



to the continuum can be maintained. This is a fundamental difference that
derives from the different way of understanding the continuum itself and
which therefore has its roots in the problems concerning the possible ma-
thematical treatment of the continuum and its translation into understan-
ding the physical continuum. This is not the place to attempt to resolve
this question. We can limit ourselves to indicating that many critics pre-
fer Peirce’s version in this case, which is based on the primacy of the conti-
nuum, over Whitehead’s, which reconstructs the continuum starting from
the discrete. This issue shows that essentially different interpretations of
the notion of process are possible. Rescher (1996, 58) notes that there are two
versions of processualism: a strong or ontological one and a weak or concep-
tual one. The second seems less cogent, since it tends to understand proces-
suality in conventional terms, but in reality it implies a role of knowledge
which in turn requires a definition from a processual perspective, which
in principle the first does not require, even if in critics this must in fact be
shown and justified. [4] The ontological or strong definition

of processualism is based on the role of causality. Causality  [4]Foran updated overview of the
operates as a decisive criterion regarding the need to un- g;f;ir;r;ti‘t’sr;”;;i;‘;ir\?gi?;i‘;k;'rz;)hy’
derstand processes in terms of determinations of reality or  seeJ. Seibt, “Process Philosophy”, in
instead of ways of knowing reality, which is in itself indefi- ﬁ:fgs/rsl:{::g?}?:ﬂigz/P:r:'tc:iseoghy'
nite. The realistic approach to processuality obviously tends  process-philosophy/
to favor the strong version, while the weak version is favo-

red by those who work rather on an epistemological level.

Rescher works here within a classic opposition between idealism and rea-
lism which in effect the processual approach can redefine, to say the least.
For him, the concept of substance is (inevitably in this reversed perspecti-
ve) dependent on mental operations where direct experience provides “real”
examples of processes. This opposition, however, appears too simplistic (and
is very reminiscent of Leibniz’s version of the relational perspective, i.e. the
inadequate critical configuration of experience, which does not necessarily
have to be pre-processualistic but at least should deal with the problem of
experiencing from a processual perspective, as Whitehead shows). Rescher
bases his investigation essentially on Locke’s criticisms of the concept of
substance. Certainly such criticisms have a value, but only an initial one
if we think about the further developments of the problem of knowled-
ge. In this context, Whitehead’s version introduces a further aspect, as it
makes experience the ontological foundation of reality. This thesis shifts
the terms of the question with respect to the simplistic distinction, repor-
ted above, between the idealistic and realistic approach, and brings the pro-
cessual approach much closer to the phenomenological one, at least in the
sense of the phenomenological ontology of Merleau-Ponty’s latest writings.
However, this does not imply that experience must be understood as con-
scious experiencing, since indeed many process philosophers (starting from
Leibniz with his notion of “petites perceptions’) consider experiencing in
terms of “unconscious” activity, of which consciousness is at most a derived
modality. This brings the theme of “nature” to light, if it is considered from
a phenomenological point of view (as Merleau-Ponty does per esempio in
connection with Whitehead). However, not all critics of process philosophy
agree to go so far as to grasp the ontological consistency of experiencing,
while still remaining on the “epistemological” level of the topic. The proces-
sual conception vigorously criticizes the primacy of the notion of identity,
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even from the perspective of the concept of individuality. Consistent with
its own approach, the processual current as a whole understands individua-
lity as individuation starting from general relational structures. The signifi-
cance of this discussion, once again, must be considered first and foremost
in light of the critique of the naive “substantialist” presuppositions of philo-
sophy, namely the need to suspend, in an almost phenomenological manner,
the unexamined presupposition of the epistemological and ontological pri-
macy of that which “is,” strictly speaking, identical to itself and then quali-
fied in connection with something else. For processualists, on the contrary,
identity is, if anything, a mode of variation, the standardization of differen-
ces, possibly the iteration of repetition. This perspective has important con-
sequences both from the ontological perspective (per esempio, regarding
the frequent discussion in analytic philosophy regarding the temporality
of things) and from the ethical perspective, directly addressing the issue of
the temporal identity of agents and the imputability of their actions. Most
processualists do not deny the plausibility of any principle of imputation,
but rather demand that it be grounded in different and stronger presuppo-
sitions than the uncritical assumption of a personal identity, which is more
tied to common sense than to adequately critical analysis. In this context,
it should be noted that some processualist thinkers derive this criticism
from a direct rejection of the substantialist perspective of Aristotelian ori-
gin, while others adopt a more nuanced approach. The most radical position
insists on the logical contradiction of the notion of substance when consi-
dered from a temporal perspective. This is a problem that Aristotle already
addresses in the Metaphysics, and thus, rather than targeting Aristotle him-
self, processualists direct their criticism at the textbook vulgate of the prin-
ciples of Aristotelian philosophy. In any case, the thesis of the problematic
nature of identity as a logical and ontological presupposition holds true, a
presupposition that processual philosophy unanimously calls into question.

Individuals and Universals.

The issue of individuality is directly connected to that of the notion of
particularity. From a processual perspective, particularity is the effect of
a processual genesis. This thesis raises the question of what is meant by
genesis when all of reality is considered in temporal, or rather proces-
sual, terms. This too is a question that has as its remote and critical re-
ference the Aristotelian discussion of coming into being and ceasing to
be, and therefore, ultimately, a further meaning of the concept of pro-
cess or change. From a processual perspective, genesis is understood as
a process itself, which implies that absolute temporal points cannot be
fixed (except arbitrarily) to indicate the beginning and end of a process.
Indeed, this problem raises the crucial question of the relationship betwe-
en time and process. According to Whitehead, the latter is more funda-
mental than the former. If the notion of process is understood in this way,
it also has very important consequences for philosophies of the experien-
ce of time (in the double genitive), such as that of Husserl. Indeed, this is
an inversion of the problem posed by Husserl, who, viewed from a pro-
cessual perspective, still starts from the hypothesis of the primacy of in-
dividuality and therefore from the need to derive the temporal flow from
the union or sum of its parts. Bergson, on the other hand, starts from the



need to begin from the (fluent) totality, that is, from duration, conside-
ring the instant as a section. In Bergson, the analysis focuses essentially on
the temporality of consciousness (and then of life), while in Whitehead
this question is generalized to the world as a whole. Whitehead shows that
the notion of instant (and spatial point) is obtained by progressive ope-
rational delimitation starting from extended elements, according to the
method he calls “extensive abstraction.” But in the real world, point-like
instants do not exist. Incidentally, it should be noted that Husser]l himself
revised his “atomistic” position, as it emerges from his lectures on the in-
ternal consciousness of time, exploring further alternative hypotheses in
his writings, which cannot be explored here. Corresponding to the rever-
sal of the canonical approach regarding the relationship between indivi-
duals and processuality, the processual conception also inverts the usual
approach to universals. Following the prevailing approaches, three ways
of conceiving universals can be distinguished: conventionalism, realism,
and conceptualism. Situated within the context of a processual approach
and in light of the discussion of the theoretical cornerstones of processua-
lism, the prevailing view holds that conventionalism is intrinsically con-
tradictory to the processual perspective. Once the processual perspective
is adopted, it is possible to conceive of types of processes as realms or fields
and thus see a single processual instance as an exemplification of types.
This essentially leads to the realist perspective, in that every type of pro-
cess is understood as a concrete universal. This is because every process—as
such—exhibits a structure. But the processual conception does not limit it-
self to discussing universals from the perspective of something abstracted
from time. On the contrary, consistent with its own approach, these are
investigated, albeit not primarily, in terms of events. This leads to the
questions of novelty, innovation, and creativity. Following the tripartite
division introduced by Pepper (1938, 71), it can be stated that every form
of innovation is dualistically connected to a form of order. Order and no-
velty are always dialectically correlative. Innovation presupposes novelty,
and three meanings of it can be distinguished: ontological, phenomenolo-
gical, epistemic, or cognitive.

The positive Indeterminacy of Processes

The most important aspect of this approach is the radical indeterminacy of
processes, which starkly contrasts with any historicizing approach as essen-
tially predictable or uniform processes—even more so with Heideggerian
“destinal” conceptions. This does not at all imply that phenomena are in-
comprehensible. There is, however, a certain emphasis on the goodness
of the new, but the fundamental thesis is that process means transforma-
tion, which implies that one can also examine negative cases. On the other
hand, the notion of repetition remains to be thought about more deeply.
The processualistic perspective poses the fundamental problem of under-
standing novelty as a diversity of structure. In this case the most in-depth
research is due to Peirce, who insists on the need to think about structu-
res (natural, social, cognitive, ecc.) in terms of innovation compared to a
given previous conformation. Peirce gives examples to demonstrate his
thesis, stating that before human societies there was no economy and be-
fore the appearance of life there was no room for biological laws. [51 This
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position also differs radically from Heidegger’s “historical-destinal” thesis.
For Peirce the phenomenon determines its structure, for Heidegger the
opposite can be said to be true. In this sense Heidegger is

more Platonic (paradoxically if we think of his criticism of  [5]0n this theme see the fundamental
work by M. R. Brioschi, Creativity
Between Experience and Cosmos: C.S.
determined, configures beings (or being) and not vice ver-  Peirce and A.N. Whitehead on Novelty,
Alber, Baden-Baden 2020.

Husserl) to the extent that he believes that meaning, once

sa. In this sense, if anything, Husserl is closer to the pro-
cessual concept with his genetic genealogical perspective.
It must also be underlined that creativity (per esempio in Whitehead)
is not another way of talking about conatus, because the emphasis is on
transformation as such, which implies an at least more stringent meaning
of process. Clearly this different meaning has become inevitable and co-
gent after the affirmation of evolutionary theories, which have profoun-
dly transformed the conception of nature, introducing historicity into
nature. It should be noted that this new conception implies a positive
concept of indeterminacy. Here emerges the problem of the “emergen-
cy” of properties. Undoubtedly, philosophers belonging to the processual
current tend, implicitly or explicitly, to be in favor of a strong emergent
thesis. Peirce’s ideas are the most clearly elaborated example, but even in
Whitehead one can find passages in which it is hypothesized, for example,
that the laws of nature can change and mutate in an emergent sense. [6]

What About Nature?

To conclude this inevitably synthetic eXpOSitiOIl of the [6] A recent example of a cosmological
processual methodology, it is appropriate to consider how f’sx;e_';:_%’;3:;'3;52‘;‘;:?;232?eCtive
nature is understood in this perspective. Nature is under- Metaphysics in Process Perspective:
stood as a network of processes and processes of processes. :\r‘gi’l'jf;,fi;;;c:!%rzg"]g’orc(’g;’;?_mic
This conception is opposed to Parmenidean-Democritean  440-466.

atomism. The processuality of nature is not seen as cona-

tus se preservandi as in Spinoza, but rather as conatus se

realizandi, since, as has been said, creativity is the essential hallmark of

the processual conception. This also applies to “physical” nature, which in

this does not differ from other types of processes except for its being con-

figured within the space-time-causality scheme. A process is never pure

change, as it implies structured variation. Physical processes, in particular,

are always interconnected with each other. In this, processualism is oppo-

sed to the simplistic mechanism that physics has overcome but which re-

mains as the theoretical background of much philosophy. This approach

has immediate effects on the usual conception of nature in terms of thin-

gs. The processes escape the thingness of nature understood in this way,

without this being pure nothingness. This also means that the notion of

fact does not depend on that of thing or object. Following Peirce, it can be

argued that natural laws can also be considered changeable and not only

changes in entities or objects (whose change would be subject to immu-

table laws). There is therefore a processual nature of the laws themselves.

The laws of nature are to be considered as transitory stability. This changes

one of the “dogmas” of science, that is, that the laws valid now can also

be considered valid throughout the past. It is also often underlined that

the processual conception is better suited to the mathematical descrip-

tion of reality than the substantialistic one. In this case the most frequent



references are to the work of Leibniz in particular, but also to the writin-
gs of Whitehead. The processual conception of nature rejects a rigid com-
partmentalization of the natural kingdoms (physics, chemistry, biology,
psychology, ecc. with their respective objects of investigation), understan-
ding nature as a complex structure endowed with different modalities
which are not, however, essentially separate. This thesis implies that, so-
metimes made explicit (per esempio by Whitehead) that the structure
of the processes is internally configured and therefore does not depend
(except in the sense of interference) on external causes. The thesis of the
internality of structures and relations is more or less strongly supported
but characterizes the processual conception as such. Rescher (1996, 191) re-
calls the research of I. Prigogine and his demonstration of the fact that na-
tural processes tend to organize themselves into ordered structures, going
against one of the dogmas of the second law of thermodynamics. Already
on a physical and chemical level this can therefore be shown..[8] The pro-
cessual conception of space and time is relativistic and not absolute. Space
and time are expressions of particular structures of events (such as the
impossibility of being localized in the same space for certain types of pro-
cesses or exhibiting the same type of characteristics at the same time).
Furthermore, space and time are not considered except as abstractions of
processuality, in particular in connection with the formulations of classi-
cal physics (linearity, indifference to the temporal arrow, isotropy, ecc.). In
particular, the punctiform conception of time and space is generally cri-
ticized, although an extensional conception (duration) more or less con-
nected to irreversibility is preferred. In some theorists the present plays
the fundamental role (Dewey, Mead, Whitehead himself). The proces-
sual perspective goes well with quantum mechanics on several fronts: the
criticism of atomism, the replacement of things with processes, positi-
ve indeterminism (probabilistic conception of events), the fundamental
role of space-time structures and immanent legality at different levels and
therefore susceptible to different morphologies at different levels. In this
the processual conception, without directly opposing it, however tends
to weaken the cogency of relativistic physics in its canonical formulation.
Processual philosophy embraces the evolutionary perspective, by which it
is indeed profoundly influenced. However, there is no unanimity on its
interpretation, as some favor the role of chance while others insist on the
presence of teleological (when not theological) elements. Generally the
tendency is towards an “optimistic” interpretation. The question is com-
plex because it involves determining the role of the emergence of com-
plex structures and the relative understanding of this phenomenon. This
is a front on which the processual approach is particularly insisting in re-
cent times, also in connection with a fruitful meeting between authors of
a processual approach and environmentalism theorists. (8]

[8] For a focus on the current “process
turn” in natural philosophy (physics
and biology), see the materials from
the workshop “Process Metaphysics”,
forthcoming in the journal
Philosophies. Further bibliography on
this particular theme can be found
on the internet site of the Process
Philosophy Research Unit at the
University of Saskatchewan: URL:
https:/research-groups.usask.ca/
usppru/select-bibliography.php
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