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This paper sets out to examine the notion of temporal 
continuity in John Dewey’s philosophy. According to his 
radical understanding of time and temporality, events are 
the fundamental units of reality, inviting us to interpret all 
things in terms of becoming. By clarifying the basic 
structures of events, Dewey aims to show that temporal 
continuity is not linear or homogeneous, but is instead 
inherently rhythmic and creative, marked by ruptures and 
discontinuities. 
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Introduction

There is little doubt that Dewey belongs among the cen-
tral figures of process philosophy. [1] He develops a rich 
and nuanced processual account of nature and existence 
in which change and becoming—rather than stability and 
permanence—play the central role, and where reality is 
understood in terms of processes and events rather than things or sub-
stances. More broadly, Dewey criticizes philosophy—and metaphysics in 
particular—for having neglected the fundamental temporal character of 
existence and for having dissociated being from time. The solution, as he 
sees it, lies in formulating an alternative and processual ontology which 
does not identify the structures of reality with ideal and timeless forms 
but rather with empirically discernible features of nature. Events, as the 
most fundamental elements of reality, play a central and decisive role in 
this ontology, since the elucidation of experience requires examining it 
through change and process. Events make possible a radical rethinking of 
reality which undermines the long-held metaphysical privilege of perma-
nence and substance, and replaces it with an ontology of openness, nov-
elty, and creativity. Dewey clarifies his understanding of continuity, on the 
one hand, against discontinuous approaches, such as C. S. Broad’s, which 
distinguishes between events and becoming, and conceive temporal con-
tinuity as the addition of fixed and timeless parts, and, on the other hand, 
against philosophies of flux exemplified by Bergson and his concept of 
duration. Dewey’s original approach aims precisely to move beyond this 
opposition between strict discontinuity and pure continuity, showing that 
event’s continuity is best understood as a rhythmic and plural process. 

Overcoming the “Sacred Ark of Absolute Permanency”

Dewey points out the fact that philosophy has been largely dominated by 
a selective, yet tacit, choice in favour of regular and timeless conception 
of reality. This emphasis is not even a conscious choice but reflects some 
deeply rooted habits inherited from Greek’s philosophy and metaphysics. 
In his seminal article “The Influence of Darwinism on Philosophy” (1919), 
Dewey already noted this overdominant idea:

The conceptions that had reigned in the philosophy of nature and knowledge for 

two thousand years, the conceptions that had become the familiar furniture of the 

mind, rested on the assumption of the superiority of the fixed and final; they rest-

ed upon treating change and origin as signs of defect and unreality. (Dewey 1977, 4)

Every trait that relates to time, as an ongoing and contingent process, has 
been relayed into an inferior realm of Being. Time as a factor of change 
has been conceived as a source of corruption which affected the lower 
realities of experience, whereas metaphysics aimed to offer knowledge of 
Being grounded in ideals of perfection and permanence. It is no exagger-
ation to say that metaphysics has been largely Parmenidean rather than 
Heraclitean. In the wake of Plato, Aristotle expresses, according to Dewey, 
this radical separation between being and becoming, which will be deci-
sive for the entire Western metaphysics:

[1] See Helm (1985) and Colapietro 
(2023). See also Rescher (2000) for a 
general account of process philosophy.
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Change is honestly recognized as a genuine feature of some things, but the point of 

the recognition is avoided by imputing alteration to inherent deficiency of Being 

over against complete Being which never changes. Changing things belong to a 

purgatorial realm, where they wander aimlessly until redeemed by love of finality 

of form, the acquisition of which lifts them to a paradise of self-sufficient Being. 

(Dewey 1981, 8)

This separation and preference for “Being” is, as Dewey points out, not 
only ontological but also morally motivated about what counts as ‘good,’ 
‘perfect,’ or ‘essential’. Dewey notes that all “philosophical simplifications 
are due to choice, and choice marks an interest moral in the broad sense 
of concern for what is good.”(Dewey 1981, 33) He does not seek however 
to dilute ontology or metaphysics into moral considerations, but by using 
a “denotative” and empirical methods, he wants to show how and why 
time and being have been separated, why temporal qualities such as con-
tingency and indeterminacy, have been largely relayed in the margins of 
philosophy. Dewey argues that philosophical inquiry has been trapped 
into intellectual fallacies which tend to solidify and reify abstract objects 
as if they were the deposit of reality by converting “eventual functions 
into antecedent existence.”(Dewey 1981, 34) For Dewey, the possibility 
of overcoming the classical metaphysical framework is possible if we go 
back to experience itself, i.e. to the direct and unsophisticated experi-
ence, free from all the philosophical simplifications and 
prejudices.  [2] When experience is taken seriously, when 
its qualitative content is considered as real and “objective” 
determination of reality and not as inner and subjective 
representations, we tend to a “different metaphysics”: 

As against this common identification of reality with what is sure, reg-

ular and finished, experience in unsophisticated forms gives evidence 

of a different world and points to a different metaphysics. We live in 

a world which is an impressive and irresistible mixture of sufficiencies, 

tight completenesses, order, recurrences which make possible predic-

tion and control, and singularities, ambiguities, uncertain possibilities, 

processes going on to consequences as yet indeterminate. (Dewey 1981, 47)

Dewey argues in favour of a new metaphysics based on different assump-
tions provided by experience. This metaphysics should not seek to picture 
a representation of the world as an object of knowledge – but must express 
the plurality of the encounter world. The world of experience is funda-
mentally plural, and this plurality is not however an appearance, but a real 
and irreducible determination of reality as such, displayed by any kind of 
experienced event. Change, contingency, chance, and the like, counting 
as generic traits of existence, should then not be treated as a priori meta-
physical principles but rather as generic and empirical fea-
tures, as real as stability or permanency. [3] Dewey does not 
consider becoming as an abstract principle or as an onto-
logical postulate prior to experience, but as a descriptive 
datum, inductively derived from the analysis of experi-
ence itself. In this respect, he accords equal weight to every 
dimension of time, which prevents him from glorifying 

[3] Dewey makes this point clear in 
“The Subject Matter of Metaphysical 
Inquiry” (1915), in which he establishes 
that a naturalist metaphysics should 
renounce to seek the ultimate founda-
tions or causes of what gives the world 
its characteristics: “While science 
would trace the conditions of their 
occurrence in detail, connecting them 

[2] Dewey praises the Darwinian 
revolution for having definitively 
establishing change as the very law 
of nature:  "In laying hands upon the 
sacred ark of absolute permanency, in
treating the forms that had been 
regarded as types of fixity and perfec-
tion as originating and passing away, 
the “Origin of Species” introduced a 
mode of thinking that in the end
was bound to transform the logic of 
knowledge, and hence the treatment 
of morals, politics, and religion." 
(Dewey, 1977, 3)
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and hypostatizing becoming as merely another name for 
Being. A metaphysics of change (such as Hegel, Spencer 
or even Bergson, in Dewey’s view) becomes problematic 
if it absolutizes change as such, since it expresses a general, 
a priori and speculative vision of being, where becoming 
is compelled to be the expression of a rational purpose or 
dialectical movement which transcends experience as such. Dewey looks 
instead for the most adequate elements of an empirical and comprehen-
sive description of experience instead of building an a pri-
ori “categorial scheme” like Whitehead. [4] That is why 
his ontology is empirical, not rational. He does not seek 
to establish the ultimate foundations or principles of real-
ity or set the most fundamental categories; he does not 
trace ultimate causes or final reasons that would explain, 
once and for all, the character of the world, but rather to 
inquire into the most general features of existence as it is 
experienced. [5] The difficulty—and the originality—of his 
attempt lies in rethinking experience in terms of becom-
ing and event, without any reference to transcendent 
foundations.

Reality as Eventful

In Experience and Nature, Dewey states that “every exis-
tence is an event” (Dewey 1981, 63), bounding time and real-
ity together (Helm 1985, 111) and rehabilitating categories 
such as impermanence, contingency, and change as real 
features of the experienced world. The concept of event 
plays a central role in Dewey’s metaphysics—arguably even more central 
than the description of the generic traits of existence [6]—
yet it has been largely overlooked, [7] even 
though it expresses, in its most general 
form, what takes place in experience. It 
highlights, on the one hand, the tempo-
ral and transitory character of everything 
empirically encountered, and on the other, 
the unfinished and open-ended nature 
of reality. More generally, the concept of 
event occupies a decisive place in Dewey’s 
critique of any fixed or substantialist 
metaphysics. In such metaphysical frame-
works, existence is conceived as a static 
reality, independent of the relations and 
processes that permeate and constitute it, 
and time affects it only externally and con-
tingently. To exist is to be an ever-chang-
ing event, necessarily situated in time. 
Events should not be conceived merely as 
modes of existence, occurrences happening to things, or 
as ways of registering change, nor as something contingent 
or accidental. Rather, they are unique configurations that 

in their variety with their antecedents, 
metaphysics would raise the question 
of the sort of world which has such 
an evolution, not the question of the 
sort of world which causes it.” (Dewey 
1979, 4)

[4] Dewey has carefully distinguished 
his own empirical “genetic-functional” 
approach from Whitehead’s 

“mathematical-formal” and rationalist 
conception of philosophy (Dewey 
1987b). See Basile (2013) for an 
insightful commentary.

[5] As Galmore states it, “The 
metaphysics of Experience and 
Nature is an inductive metaphysics, 
not a deductive metaphysics. That 
is, Dewey’s metaphysical conclusion 
that meanings emerge is not derived 
by some abstract logic from axioms, 
but rather is derived from the logic of 
experience itself.” (Galmore 2002, 278). 
However, Dewey’s metaphysics does 
not oppose experience and science; 
instead, it seeks to bridge the gap 
between them. These generic traits 
are empirical and common to both 
domains.

[6] The problem 
of what Dewey 
really means 
by “generic 
traits” raises 
many questions 
and passionate 
debates, even 
though Dewey 
never tried 
to provide an 
exhaustive 
list of generic 
traits. Much of 
the discussion 
has largely 
focused on their 
ontological 
status, whether 
they exist 
independently 
of experience, 
as existence in 
itself, or whether 
they depend on 
the conditions 

of inquiry. In other words, the question 
is whether generic traits reflect being 
as such, or characterize how existence 
manifests within experience. For 
Garrison, generic traits are merely 

[7] Dewey’s metaphysics has never 
been fully understood through the 
concept of the event. As Duff rightly 
remarks, this concept “has not been 
discussed at all” (Duff 1990, 463). It 
remains largely overlooked in the many 
interpretations of Experience and 
Nature. Duff adds that “any interpreta-
tion of this central work which does not 
discuss Dewey’s use of ‘event’ is inade-
quate.” (Duff 1990, 470) Although Myers 
has more recently offered a convincing 
defence of Dewey’s metaphysics as a 
process metaphysics (Myers 2017), he 
nevertheless overlooks the centrality 
of the concept of event as the most 
fundamental category of Dewey’s 
metaphysics. The main problem is 
that generic traits do not answer the 
question of what existence is, but only 
of how it is: they characterize its modes 
rather than its being. 
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transform what comes before and opens unforeseen pos-
sibilities. They constitute the most fundamental units of 
what counts as real. Yet events are not substances. While 
substances designate the underlying support of attributes 
and accidents and carry the idea of persistence through 
time across a series of transformations, events are “ongo-
ing and hence as such unfinished, incomplete, indeter-
minate” (Dewey 1981, 126). According to Dewey, nature 
itself should be understood as eventual 
histories,  [8] characterized by “continuity 
of change proceeding from beginnings to 
endings” (Dewey 1981, 5-6).

In “Time and Individuality”, Dewey 
offers a profound analysis of the nature of 
temporality through the question of how 
individuality is to be conceived as a con-
tinuous history, adding a significant clari-
fication to his own account of the concept 
of event. He shows that the intrinsic con-
nection of time with individuality is more 
clearly illustrated with human beings: 

Temporal seriality is the very essence, then, of the 

human individual (...). Lincoln as an individual is a history; any particular event 

cut off from that history (...) ceases to be a part of his life as an individual. Lincoln 

is a particular development in time, so is every other human individual. (Dewey 

1988, 108)

In this example, time lies at the very heart of Lincoln existence as part 
of his very identity, for each moment is an event that both shapes and is 
shaped by preceding and succeeding experiences, making individuality 
inseparable from the ongoing flow of change: “the human individual is 
himself a history, a career, and for this reason his biography can be related 
only a temporal event.” (Dewey 1988, 102) Life, understood as a tempo-
ral process, offers the guiding model of history. It is always “in the mak-
ing,” an open adventure in which each step generates new possibilities, 
never bound to a predetermined end. By placing temporality and becom-
ing at the very heart of event, Dewey explicitly breaks with mechanistic 
and deterministic conceptions of nature where time is considered as an 
external measure, which reduces all qualitative transformations to quan-
tifiable, mathematical and predictable parameters. There is no genuine 
novelty, as every movement and every occurrence is merely a recombina-
tion of prior states of events, for every event is not only causally linked 
to preceding events, but its reality is grounded in the continuous chain of 
antecedent conditions. This kind of conception is derived from the belief 
that scientific objects, which are defined by Dewey as “orders of relation”, 
are taken to be the “the sole ultimately ‘real’ objects” (Dewey 1981, 127), 
when their instrumental nature is overlooked and treated as ontological. 

By stressing out the qualitative nature of time, Dewey draws our 
attention to the fact that time is not an external, indifferent medium 
in which things evolve, but constitutes the very being of individual in 

[8] Boisvert 
argues that 
Dewey replaces 
Aristotelian substance with the 
event to highlight the temporal and 
processual dimension of existence 
(Boisvert 1988, p. 135). Yet such an 
interpretation still falls short of the 
radical thrust of Dewey’s project, 
which aims precisely at dispensing 
with the concept of substance 
as ontologically independent and 
self-sustaining. For Reck, by contrast, 

“Dewey’s main hypothetical category of 
metaphysics is the category of history.” 
(Reck 1993, 50) History does not 
exist, but only as the expression of the 
becoming of events.

functional and logical propositions, 
reflecting their instrumental nature 
(Garrison 2005). However, this leads 
him to what Alexander calls “the 
paradox of a metaphysics without 
ontology” (Alexander 2022, 12). By 
contrast, Alexander defends a more 
realist interpretation: generic traits, 
he argues, belong to existence itself, 
expressing the various ways of nature 
(Alexander 1987; 2022), although our 
understanding of them ultimately 
depends on specific cultural and 
contextual conditions.
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such a way that individuals are histories, marked by temporal processes. 
Temporal order does not give a sufficient account of how individuals 
manifest themselves in experience, for what really exists is not time as 
an empty and indifferent medium; what exists are “things acting and 
changing”, and “a constant quality of their behavior is temporal.” (Dewey 
1987a, 214) It is thus impossible to understand time as eventual as long as 
it is referred as mathematical parameters defining physical movements 
because each event is a qualitatively unique story that expresses a singular 
trajectory which cannot be entirely described by natural laws: 

The unescapable conclusion is that as human individuality can be understood only 

in terms of time as fundamental reality, so for physical individuals time is not sim-

ply a measure of predetermined changes in mutual positions, but is something that 

enters into their being. Laws do not “govern” the activity of individuals. They are 

a formulation of the frequency-distributions of the behavior of large numbers of 

individuals engaged in interactions with one another. (Dewey 1988, 107)

Change must be explained on the basis of the events themselves, and not 
through a set of fixed laws. However, while Dewey extends individuality 
beyond human beings to include all forms of reality—even atoms—he does 
not claim that physical or non-organic entities behave like living crea-
tures. Rather, he insists that time and historicity belong to everything 
without exception, that each existence is defined by a unique historical 
trajectory that binds its present to both past and future in a continu-
ous form. Individuals, and events, must be considered as temporal careers, 
mere continuous processes, and nothing else, which are never entirely 
constrained by the weight of the past. The past remains open to a future 
that, in the present, is still undefined and unformed. 

Events and Becoming

In “Events and the Future”, Dewey addresses some critiques about C. 
D. Broad’s conception of natural events as distinct from becoming and 
does not consider events as originally temporal entities. To some extent, 
Broad’s naturalist account of event fails to give a genuine conception of 
time and temporality because it tries to derive temporal qualities from 
non-temporal entities, and in doing so it overlooks the qualitative and 
continuous nature of events. In his book Scientific Thought (1923), Broad 
explains that ultimate objects of science are spatiotemporally homoge-
neous entities which have neither proper beginning nor end. From this 
perspective, events are primarily conceived as timeless objects, unaf-
fected in themselves by the temporal variations that may touch them and 
understood as products of their interactions according to natural laws. 
Broad, Dewey notes, “does not regard qualitative variation to be involved 
in the definition of event” (Dewey 1984, 63). Yet, if such ultimate objects 
serve as the “slabs” from which natural events are built, Dewey asks how 
the mere addition and succession of timeless entities could ever give rise 
to histories marked by temporal qualities—or, put differently, how qual-
itatively homogeneous entities could produce qualitatively heteroge-
neous ones: “Eternal objects have no ‘history’, much less a history which 
can be ‘divided’” (Dewey 1984, 63). In pure succession, time is reduced to 
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a chain of indivisible units, without genuine connection between them. 
There is no real and continuous process, only a simulacrum of becoming 
which is nothing more than a static present which duplicates itself. This 
is the reason why the separation of temporality from the event under-
mines the very possibility of making events as temporal processes intel-
ligible. For, if events were defined by duration without change, Broad 
would be forced, Dewey argues, to introduce becoming into them ret-
rospectively and by an external power. He is “obliged to re-introduced 
time by a succession of arbitrarily assumed interruptions or jerks, called 
becomings.” (Dewey 1984, 68) But in doing so “Broad carries over into his 
nominal use of the term “event” considerations pertinent to modes of 
thought which attach to what we may call the “pre-event” era of scien-
tific history.” (Dewey 1984, 66) For Dewey, this is a mistaken conception 
of events, which are defined by “qualitative variation or heterogene-
ity” (Dewey 1984, 66) rather than assembled from timeless fragments. If, 
for Broad, “events become”, “they are not becoming” (Dewey 1984, 65). 
There is no distinction to be drawn between event and becoming because 
becoming is not happening to events from the outside, as an accident, for 
events are nothing more than becoming. A pure succession of discontin-
uous instants can never restore the movement itself; it gives only an illu-
sion of continuity which denies its transitive nature. 

Against this view, Dewey precises: that “past-present-future are on 
the same level, because all are phases of any event or becoming.” (Dewey 
1984, 66) The present retains indeed traces of the past, and the future must 
be conceived in relation to the present character of the present. Put in a 
more technical language, events share a threefold “from-toward-through » 
phasic structure which underlies the temporal continuity and the intrin-
sic bound between them. Each phase is passing into one other, in such a 
way that a later occurrence is an integral part of the character or nature of 
present existence, without breaches or discontinuities:

Any becoming is from, to, through. Its fromness, or out-of-ness, is its pasteness; 

its towardness or intrinsic direction, is its futurity; that through which the be-

coming passes is its presentness. No becoming can be perceived or thought of ex-

cept as out of something into something, and this involves a series of transitions 

which, taken distributively belong both to the “out-of” and the “into”, or form a 

“through”. (Dewey 1984, 66)

Temporal phases are not temporal “slices”, but are distinctive movements 
that connect to each other, producing temporal continuity. In some extent, 
Dewey’s critique shares many similarities with Bergson’s against discon-
tinuous conceptions of time, as for Bergson, the apparent contradictions 
tied to movement and change arise from a misconception when genuine 
motion is mistaken for a series of fixed, self-identical positions. Bergson 
argues that this confusion occurs when movement is identified with the 
successive spatial and motionless positions, rather than with the move-
ment itself. Broad’s confusion underlines the distinction made by Dewey 
in Experience and Nature between temporal quality and temporal order:

Temporal quality is however not to be confused with temporal order. Quality 

is quality, direct, immediate and undefinable. Order is a matter of relation, of 
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definition, dating, placing and describing.  It is discovered in reflection, not direct-

ly had and denoted as is temporal quality. Temporal order is a matter of science; 

temporal quality is an immediate trait of every occurrence whether in or out of 

consciousness. (Dewey 1981, 92)

 Quality is direct, immediate, and ineffable, whereas order, by contrast, 
implies seriality and relation; it possesses non-temporal 
qualities. [9] Yet, paradoxically, these qualities have no exis-
tential dimension. They are defined instead by their func-
tion, insofar as they can be converted into relations that 
serve as abstract substitutions for qualitatively heteroge-
neous realities and do not take the uniqueness of individ-
ual events into account. In this respect, they do not express 
the real and immediate essence of events, since they are 
defined by their instrumentality and practical purpose to 
regulate and control the “precarious flow of unique situ-
ations.” (Dewey 1981, 119) They are relational and are not 
marked by time as such:

The office of physical science is to discover those properties and relations of things 

in virtue of which they are capable of being used as instrumentalities; physical sci-

ence makes claim to disclose not the inner nature of things but only those connec-

tions of things with one another that determine outcomes and hence can be used 

as means. (Dewey 1981, 6)

The intrinsic nature of an event is revealed in and through experience 
itself and should not be confused with the intellectual symbols and opera-
tions we use to relate to it. It overlooks the genuine reality of time as tem-
poral and qualitative variation of continuity and, with them, the ideas 
of contingency, indeterminacy, unpredictability, and novelty. For Dewey, 
these are not secondary features but essential to what it means for any-
thing to exist in time. 

The Rhythmic Form of Events

We turn now to the question of how continuity should be understood. 
At first sight, Dewey seems to oppose any discontinuous view of time. 
He defends a more nuanced view: continuity is not a uniform flow, but 
something shaped by contrasts, rhythms, and interruptions. In Art as 
Experience, Dewey argues that the genuine meaning of continuity is dis-
tinct from the flux:

Nature and life manifest not flux but continuity, and continuity involves forces 

and structures that endure through change; at least when they change, they do so 

more slowly than do surface incidents, and thus are, relatively, constant. (Dewey 

1987a, 327)

The course of the world is not a uniform flow, but a dynamic 
organization of heterogeneous natural rhythms. [10] Here 
we encounter again an essential determination of events: 
their historicity, inseparable from this fundamental 

[9] Bernstein (1961) and Garrett (1972) 
both think that Dewey’s metaphysics 
suffers from an inconsistency, due to 
his contradictory treatment of qualities 
as both immediate and relational. For 
Bernstein, there is “a deep crack, a 
basic discontinuity that cuts through 
his naturalism” (Bernstein 1961, 6). 
For a convincing response to these 
critiques, see Alexander (1987). The 
concept of event proposed by Dewey, 
as we understand it, overcomes the 
false duality between experience and 
nature. 

[10] Although Cherlin clearly 
acknowledges that, for Dewey, “nature 
is fundamentally syncopated; a synco-
pation is a surprising rhythmic pulse, 
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rhythmicity. Dewey hypothesizes that “rhythm is a uni-
versal scheme of existence, underlying all realization of 
order in change.” (Dewey 1987a, 154) This is crucial addition 
to Dewey’s conception of continuity because even if he 
firmly rejects the idea of the constitution of temporal con-
tinuity by the addition of successive timeless units (Broad), 
at the same time he shows himself to be equally critical of the conception 
of time as mere flux. In this way, he distances himself, yet indirectly, from 
Bergson. For him, change must be understood as pure mobility, without a 
self-identical underlying substance that sustains it. The defining feature of 
duration is its indivisible continuity, which cannot be reduced to a succes-
sion of self-identical, externally related units. Instead, where no distinct 
elements can be isolated, what remains is the sheer continuity, the flow 
of becoming itself. As Bergson puts it, “indivisible continuity of change 
is precisely what constitutes true duration.” (Bergson 1946, 149) It is then 
necessary to introduce ruptures or discontinuities into movement when 
we are dealing with practical matters. But if we take the practical sphere 
as the basis for understanding reality itself, then those ruptures lead to a 
misleading conception based on what Bergson calls the “spatialization of 
time”. Against this view, he calls out to a kind of radical empiricism where 
the very nature of flow is revealed by intuition which put us directly in 
touch with the original flow of duration at the heart of our experiences: 

“We call intuition here the sympathy by which one is transported into the 
interior of an object in order to coincide with what there is unique and 
consequently inexpressible in it.” (Bergson 1946, 190) 

While Bergson consistently privileges the continuity of the flux of 
becoming over the operations of intelligence, which introduce the immo-
bile into original mobility, Dewey’s position appears more nuanced. First, 
he seeks, as far as possible, to avoid the choice between a discontinu-
ous mode of thought tied to intelligence and spatialization, on the one 
hand, and a conception of continuity that proves unable to account for 
the moments and phases constitutive of becoming, on the other hand. 
Second, Dewey does not fully endorse Bergson’s critique of practical 
intelligence and action, for these are precisely the means by which we 
are able to think the becoming of reality. Moreover, for Dewey, Bergson’s 
philosophy appears to be inevitably dualistic, as it separates the realm of 
immediate experience, accessible through intuition, from the practical, 
action-oriented aspects of life.

Seen from the standpoint of the practical point of view of expe-
rience, discontinuity is neither an illusion nor an illegitimate import of 
intelligence into the original and qualitative flow of time. On the con-
trary, it is for Dewey an essential feature of becoming—without it, we 
wouldn’t even be able to make sense of continuity at all. Discontinuity 
appears to be a function of continuity and not its ontological opposite. 
He conceives discontinuity within continuity in such a way, as it might 
appears, that the real opposition is not between continuity and disconti-
nuity, but between two conceptions of continuity: linear continuity and 
rhythmic continuity. Experience reveals indeed a structured continuity 
of all elements in time—without which there could be no experience at 
all. By contrast, a pure flow admits no variation and, strictly speaking, 
would not even be perceptible, since it contains no distinguishable parts: 

one not coincident with an underlying 
regularity of punctuations” (Cherlin 
2022, 63), he does not explicitly 
connect the rhythmic pulsation of 
nature to the becoming of events, even 
though nature itself consists of events. 
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“When there is a uniformly even flow, with no variations of intensity or 
speed, there is no rhythm. There is stagnation even though it be the stag-
nation of unvarying motion.” (Dewey 1987a, 158) The very homogeneity 
of flow erases the plural dimension of temporal rhythms in favour of a 
uniform, unilateral flux, whereas the perception of becoming is, above 
all, the perception of multiple rhythms and intensities that rise and fall. 
To think of continuity as a homogeneous flow is to treat it as something 
indivisible—a uniform stream where no real qualitative differences can 
be made. But such a view would leave no room for transitions or varia-
tions. The genuine meaning of continuity is therefore not that of a homo-
geneous becoming—for change becomes perceptible only in relation to 
what seems not to change. 

This conception of continuity as a rhythmic process enhances the 
existence of both change and permanence as generic variations of any 
becoming, which must be understood as relational terms, whose signifi-
cance emerges only through contrast with their opposites. They are degrees 
of variation, not absolute qualities existing per se. In this sense, temporal 
continuity articulates unity and diversity, identity and difference, precar-
ity and stability, permanence and impermanence—making these features 
as relative and functional qualities, rather than as absolute 
or ontological properties. [11] They define and characterize 
the form of the temporal continuity, which is fundamen-
tally plural. In sum, there is no breach of continuity, but 
rather a breach within continuity. Temporal becoming is 
neither a pure continuity, nor mere constitution. 

In Experience and Nature Dewey distinguishes 
between two kinds of events in terms of temporality and 
rhythm: processes and structures. This is a functional and 
practical distinction, not an ontological dualism. It is meant 
to capture the heterogeneity of temporality within events, 
through which stability and precariousness can be discerned. Such hetero-
geneity is not an appearance but a real feature of events as experienced, 
since “natural events are so complex and varied that it is not surprising 
they appear under different characterizations, under traits so different 
that they may easily be treated as opposites.” (Dewey 1981, 66) Processes 
are the fastest, most irregular, and most precarious events in nature, 
whereas structures are regimes of slower and more rhythmic change that 
“the rate of change of some things is so slow, or is so rhythmic, that these 
changes have all the advantages of stability in dealing with more transi-
tory and irregular happenings.” (Dewey 1981, 64) Permanence, then, is not 
an opposite property to change but one of its modes. What we call objects 
are not ontologically distinct entities but persistent structures—slower 
rhythms within the flux. Structure, for Dewey, is relational and func-
tional, not intrinsic or antecedent: it refers to those slowly changing prop-
erties within a complex of events that impose order on faster changes, “an 
arrangement of changing events such that properties which change slowly, 
limit and direct a series of quick and give them an order which they do 
not otherwise possess.” (Dewey 1981, 64) In this sense, structure names 
the semi-permanent traits of events regarded as means to consequences. 
The error of metaphysics has been to treat structures as independent, iso-
lated, intrinsic forms—as if they existed prior to change and provided an 

[11] Alexander is right when he says 
that, rather than dichotomizing and 
compartmentalizing the generic traits, 
we should view them as continuous 
and interrelated properties: “I think 
he [Dewey] is saying that ‘the-stable-
and-the-precarious’ or, rather, the 
stable-precarious, is one trait, not two. 
When we make them two separate 
traits, we have already made possible 
the dualisms the tradition has produ-
ced.” (Alexander 2022, 8-9)
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immutable essence. In contrast, processes signify the power of event to 
mutate in unpredictable and various ways, they express the rushing forces 
of nature whereas structures are the most stable and pervasive patterns. 
The distinction made by Dewey between structure and process aims to 
explain how qualitative experience regulate the use of intellectual means 
of scientific inquiry; science would be impossible without uniformity and 
recurrence, but contingency of processes makes discovery of theses uni-
formities possible.

Continuity as Growth Process: Novelty and Creativity

Turning now to the question of novelty and creativity, Dewey explains 
that the emergence of novelty arises primarily in moments of rupture or 
relaxation within the fabric of reality. Novelty, in this sense, is not merely 
something added to prior reality or simply unpredictable; it entails a 
reorientation, a readjustment—though never predetermined or guaran-
teed. Novelty arises because each event reconfigures temporal relations, 
introducing differences that cannot be reduced to a simple repetition of 
the past or an antecedent telos. However, it must be understood within 
a continuum of successive acts, rather than as a complete and total break 
from what precedes it. A process unfolds over time, and although it may 
have identifiable beginnings and endings, they are better seen as moments 
of inflection or articulation within the flow of events rather than as 
pre-established and fixed determinations. In Experience and Nature, 
Dewey suggests that events are best understood as growth-processes, in 
which novelty emerges as a genuine rupture with mere causal linearity. 
Experience exhibits a continuity through which events do not arise cha-
otically but are integrated into a structured and coherent continuum. 

Dewey rejects both finalism and mechanism, and any conception of 
continuity based upon necessary conditions and causes. He aims above all 
to expose the falsely explanatory character of these theories when taken 
in isolation:

Viewed from this standpoint, the traditional “mechanical” and “teleological” the-

ories both suffer from a common fallacy, which may be suggested by saying that 

they both purport to be explanatory in the old, non-historical sense of causality. 

(Dewey 1981, 208)

Dewey firmly rejects finalism and mechanism as inadequate explanations 
of natural creative process. They both falls into the same fallacy: they each 
presuppose a metaphysics of Being that treats potentiality as a preexist-
ing reality determining the shape of actuality, and introduce a breach “in 
the continuity of historic process.” (Dewey 1981, 209) In this respect, both 
views reduce becoming to the mere realization of what is already given 
in advance. What truly exists is the manifestation of prior causes, and 
potentiality is considered more real than actual existence, as it is not sub-
ject to the contingency and precarity of temporal reality. As metaphys-
ical hypotheses, they are both set aside by Dewey. He draws a parallel 
with the process of growth in order to dismiss both of these explanatory 
strategies: on one hand, childhood is reduced to a mere preparation for 
adulthood—ironically likened by Dewey to the stage of “supreme dignity” 
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(Dewey 1981, 210), and on the other, adult life is explained as nothing more 
than the “unrolling by way of mechanical effects of the ‘causal’ forces 
found in childhood.” (Dewey 1981, 210) For mechanism, adulthood is like 
a reduplication inserted into the embryo as a fixed and separate anteced-
ent condition. For finalism, by contrast, childhood appears as a prelimi-
nary journey devoid of intrinsic meaning, aimed at a goal. In this sense, 
growth is just the unfolding of previous stages of existence, as if the final 
result was potentially there from the beginning. It implies what James 
could have named a “bloc universe” where everything and every part of 
time exist virtually before their actualization. But this conception denies 
the reality of time, of change and novelty. There are no histories as such, 
since becoming is never attributed to the very idea of unpredictability or 
genuine novelty. If we consider that “reality is the growth-process itself” 
(Dewey 1982, 10), Dewey insists, childhood and adulthood must be con-
sidered as continuous phases, yet distinct, that mutually implicate one 
another, but the latter is not contained in the former, and the former is 
not the ultimate cause of the latter. Growth process is a continuous event 
which is never fully guided by prior causes or essences. As such, it signi-
fies that “a varied series of changes enters upon intervals of pause and rest; 
of completion that become the initial points of news processes of devel-
opment.” (Dewey 1987a, p. 29) It is then fully rhythmic. Childhood and 
adulthood form a single process of becoming, yet neither phase can exist 
in isolation, for both belong to the same continuum: “childhood is the 
childhood of and in a certain serial process of changes which is just what 
it is, and so is maturity.” (Dewey 1981, 210). 

Materialist and finalist metaphysics, however, reconstitute the 
integrity of a continuous natural events by assigning a special causal power 
to one phase or the other, thereby granting to the features of one phase or 
the other a kind of independent existence, only to use that selected form 
to account for or explain the rest of the process. What results, Dewey 
argues, is nothing more than an “silly reduplication” that explains noth-
ing at all, as if adulthood were contained in childhood from the beginning, 
or if childhood was the mechanical cause that produces adulthood. But 
in each case, there are no genuine differences between them. Causality is 
nothing other than sequential order itself, not some final term detached 
from the sequence, though any such term may also serve as the begin-
ning of another order. The mechanistic view that treats an initial event 
as if it carried a generative force, and the teleological view that makes 
an end produce its own antecedents, both isolate events from the histor-
ical continuity in which they gain meaning. Each falsely takes one posi-
tion in the temporal order—either the beginning or the end—as the mark 
of reality. But causality is simply the name for sequential order within a 
history that has both initiation and conclusion, not the essence of becom-
ing. Finally, growth—temporal growth—is like a musical phrase—continu-
ous, yet unpredictable:

A musical phrase has a certain close, but the earlier portion does not therefore ex-

ist for the sake of the close as if it were something which is done away with when 

the close is reached. And so a man is not an adult until after he has been a boy, but 

childhood does not exist for the sake of maturity. (Dewey 1981, 84)
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Conclusion

Continuity, for Dewey, is rhythmic rather than linear — it combines 
recurrence with novelty, order with unpredictability, variation and sta-
bility. However, he does not defend a particular preference in favour of 
change over stability and permanency since he claims only the fidelity of 
experience and nothing else. His ontology is both an ontology of experi-
ence and of process and, more particularly, an ontology of practice: the 
characters of events are thought through action and intelligent organic 
behaviour, and not from a standpoint laying beyond the reach of experi-
ence. By rejecting both the image of a pure, homogeneous flow and the 
rigid schemes of mechanism or teleology, Dewey gives us a way to see 
time as genuinely open and creative.
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