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Abstract
This paper argues that “things” are not bounded objects whose nature can be explained by adding attributes. Western metaphysics treats objects as fundamental, yet every object dissolves under scrutiny into patterns of dependence, function, and position. Relational Structuralism (RS) offers a cleaner ontology: relation generates pattern, pattern generates stability, and stability is misinterpreted as “thingness.” Nothing is a thing in itself; everything is a relational configuration. This shift resolves longstanding tensions in identity, meaning, agency, and language by grounding them in structure rather than essence.
The Illusion of Thingness
We are given a picture of the world made of discrete units — chairs, persons, atoms, identities — each treated as a self‑contained object with boundaries and attributes. This picture feels natural because the world often shows up in stable and familiar ways. But stability is not the same as substance. A “thing” is a stable appearance that we treat as a unit. The appearance is real; the unit is our interpretation.

When we look more closely, the boundaries we assign to things begin to blur. What we call an object is simply a recurring configuration that holds together long enough for us to name it. The naming gives the impression of a discrete entity, but the underlying reality is continuous and dynamic. The world does not present us with ready‑made objects; it presents us with recurring stabilities that we compress into objects for convenience.

This paper argues that the stability is real, but the object is not. What appears as a “thing” is the surface of a deeper structure. Later sections will show that this structure is relational rather than object‑based, and that many philosophical problems arise from confusing stable appearances with fundamental units.
Relation as the Generative Layer
If a “thing” is a stable appearance we treat as a unit, the next question is what produces that stability. The answer is not an underlying object with inherent boundaries, but the way different elements depend on and support one another. Stability comes from how something is positioned within a larger structure, not from an internal essence. Consider a car: it feels like a self‑contained object, but try to picture it without a road beneath it. The appearance of a unit depends on the conditions that hold it together.

When the same configuration holds together in the same way over time, it presents a familiar appearance. We experience that appearance as a unit, even though what makes it stable is the ongoing interplay of its parts and its environment. The world does not give us objects first and relations second; it gives us relations that generate the appearances we later compress into objects.
The Collapse of Object‑First Thinking
When we assume that objects come first, we inherit a picture of the world that cannot explain the very things it tries to describe. If objects are fundamental units, then change becomes mysterious, boundaries become arbitrary, identity becomes fragile, and meaning becomes ungrounded. The object‑first model asks static units to do work that only dynamic structure can do.

Change exposes the weakness of the object‑first view. If a thing is defined by its fixed boundaries and attributes, then any change threatens its identity. But in lived experience, change is not a threat — it is the normal condition of everything. A model that treats change as a problem is already misaligned with reality.

Identity becomes fragile in an object‑first frame because the model asks static units to do work that only dynamic structure can do. If the boundaries of a thing must remain the same for it to stay itself, then even ordinary processes like aging, repair, or movement become philosophically awkward. The world does not behave as the object‑model requires. The problem is not with the world but with the frame. When we start with objects, we must explain how they relate. When we start with relations, objects appear naturally as stable configurations. The order matters.
Relation First, Appearance Second
If relations generate the appearances we treat as units, then the world is not built from objects that later connect. It is built from ongoing interactions that sometimes settle into familiar shapes. What we call a “thing” is simply one of those settled shapes. The stability is real, but it is produced rather than possessed.

A relation‑first view does not deny the appearances we rely on. It explains them. A car looks like a single object because the conditions that hold it together are stable and hidden. A person looks less like an object because their ongoing adjustments are visible. In both cases, the appearance comes from the structure, not the other way around.

When we start with relations, the world becomes easier to understand. Change is no longer a threat to identity but the normal expression of how configurations evolve. Boundaries are not fixed edges but functional distinctions that help us navigate. Identity is not a static essence but a pattern that persists through variation. Meaning is not attached to objects but emerges from the roles things play within larger structures.

This shift does not ask us to abandon the world of appearances. It simply asks us to see that appearances are the surface of deeper dynamics. Relation is the generative layer; “things” are the temporary shapes it produces.
Identity as a Stable Pattern Through Change
If relations come first and appearances arise from how configurations hold together, then identity is not a fixed essence but a pattern that persists through variation. What stays “the same” is not a set of unchanging attributes but the way a configuration maintains coherence while adapting. A person does not remain themselves by resisting change but by changing in ways that preserve the underlying pattern of their life.

This becomes clear when we look at ordinary experience. No one expects a person to stay identical from childhood to adulthood, or even from one year to the next. We recognize them because the pattern of their responses, habits, and tendencies continues through the changes. The stability is real, but it is the stability of a dynamic process, not a static object.

A relation‑first view makes this intuitive. A pattern can remain recognizable even as every part of it shifts. What persists is the organization, not the material. This is why identity feels continuous even though the body, the mind, and the circumstances are always in motion. Change does not threaten identity; it expresses it.

When we treat identity as a fixed object, we are forced to defend boundaries that do not hold and to explain continuity that cannot be grounded. When we treat identity as a stable pattern within a relational field, continuity becomes natural and change becomes intelligible. The world looks less like a collection of objects struggling to stay the same and more like a set of evolving configurations that maintain coherence through transformation.
Agency as Orientation Within a Relational Field
If identity is a stable pattern through change, then agency is the way that pattern navigates its environment. Agency is not an isolated power inside a person, nor a mysterious force that overrides conditions. It is the capacity of an agent to adjust its orientation in response to the gradients it encounters. A person does not act from a detached center; they act from within a network of pressures, tendencies, and possibilities that shape how movement becomes available.

In an object‑first model, agency is imagined as a kind of internal engine — a self‑contained power that initiates action from within a bounded unit. But this picture cannot explain why people behave differently in different contexts, why habits are difficult to break, or why certain choices feel natural while others feel impossible. A relation‑first view makes these patterns intelligible. Agency is not the power to act independently of conditions; it is the way a pattern responds to the conditions that sustain it.

Orientation is the key. Every person is situated within a field of gradients — emotional, social, physical, historical — that make some directions easier than others. Agency is the ongoing process of aligning oneself with certain gradients and resisting or redirecting others. This does not diminish responsibility; it clarifies it. Responsibility is not the ability to choose anything at any moment, but the ability to participate in the shaping of one’s own trajectory.

Seen this way, agency is neither absolute freedom nor mechanical determinism. It is the dynamic interplay between a stable pattern and the relational field in which it moves. A person’s actions emerge from how they are oriented, and orientation can shift. This is why change is possible, but not effortless. It requires reconfiguring the gradients that guide movement, not merely deciding to behave differently.

A relation‑first view of agency dissolves many familiar puzzles. It explains why people repeat patterns they consciously reject, why insight alone does not produce transformation, and why supportive environments can make new forms of life suddenly available. Agency is not a property of an isolated self; it is the expression of a pattern navigating a field of relations.
Trajectory as the Structure of Behavior
If agency is the way a person orients within a field of gradients, then behavior is the visible expression of that orientation over time. Behavior is not a sequence of isolated actions but the unfolding of a trajectory. Each action is a momentary expression of a deeper directional pattern, shaped by the gradients that make certain movements easier than others.

In an object‑first model, behavior is treated as a collection of discrete events: choices, actions, decisions. Each event is evaluated on its own terms, as if it were independent of the pressures and tendencies that produced it. This makes behavior appear unpredictable, inconsistent, or even contradictory. But when we shift to a relation‑first view, behavior becomes coherent. What looks like inconsistency at the level of isolated actions becomes understandable at the level of trajectory.

A trajectory is not defined by any single moment but by the direction that emerges across moments. A person may act out of character in a particular instance, but their overall pattern reveals the orientation that guides them. This is why we can recognize someone’s tendencies even when their circumstances change. The trajectory persists because the underlying gradients persist.

This view dissolves the false dichotomy between “who a person is” and “what a person does.” Identity is the stable pattern; behavior is the pattern in motion. The two are not separate categories but different perspectives on the same relational structure. When a person’s orientation shifts, their behavior shifts with it — not instantly, but gradually, as the new trajectory becomes established.

Understanding behavior as trajectory also clarifies why change is difficult. A trajectory has momentum. It is shaped by past orientations, reinforced by habits, and sustained by the gradients that made it possible. Changing behavior is not a matter of choosing differently in isolated moments but of reorienting the underlying pattern so that new movements become available. This requires altering the relational field, not merely exerting willpower.

A relation‑first view of behavior makes the world more intelligible. It explains why people repeat patterns they dislike, why insight alone does not produce transformation, and why supportive environments can make new forms of life possible. Behavior is not a series of disconnected events but the visible trace of a trajectory moving through a relational field.
Morality as Direction Rather Than Rule
If behavior is the unfolding of a trajectory, then morality is the quality of that trajectory. Morality is not a set of rules attached to isolated actions but the direction a person’s life is moving. A single action can be misleading when taken on its own, but a trajectory reveals whether a person is aligning with or drifting away from the patterns that sustain life, coherence, and flourishing.

In an object‑first model, morality is treated as a list of discrete behaviors that can be labeled “good” or “bad.” Each action is evaluated independently, as if it were a self‑contained unit. This makes moral life feel like a series of tests, each one disconnected from the next. But this picture does not match lived experience. People do not become virtuous or corrupt through isolated moments; they become so through the gradual shaping of their orientation.

A relation‑first view reframes morality as direction. A person is not defined by a single choice but by the pattern of choices that emerges over time. A moment of failure does not negate a trajectory of growth, and a moment of apparent virtue does not reverse a trajectory of self‑deception. What matters is the orientation that guides the pattern, not the occasional deviations that occur along the way.

This view also clarifies why moral transformation is difficult. A trajectory has momentum. It is shaped by past orientations, reinforced by habits, and sustained by the gradients that made certain movements feel natural. Changing direction requires more than isolated decisions; it requires reorienting the underlying pattern so that new forms of behavior become possible. This is why moral change often feels slow: the gradients that shaped the old trajectory must be altered before a new one can take hold.

A direction‑based view of morality dissolves the anxiety that comes from treating moral life as a series of disconnected tests. It replaces the question “Was this action good or bad?” with the deeper question “What direction is this pattern moving?” This shift does not eliminate responsibility; it locates responsibility where it actually lives — in the ongoing process of orientation, not in the isolated moments that reveal it.

When morality is understood as direction, the world becomes more coherent. We can make sense of why people drift into harmful patterns without intending to, why small adjustments accumulate into major changes, and why sustained orientation matters more than momentary performance. Morality is not a catalogue of actions but the shape of a life moving through a relational field.
Alignment
If morality is the direction of a person’s trajectory, then alignment is the process by which that trajectory changes. Alignment is not the erasure of past actions or the sudden replacement of one identity with another. It is the gradual re‑orientation of a pattern that has been moving in one direction and begins to move in another. The change is real, but it unfolds through the same relational structure that produced the original trajectory.

In an object‑first model, change is imagined as a moment: a decisive event that transforms a person from one kind of object into another. But this picture cannot explain why change is often slow, why old habits persist, or why new patterns take time to stabilize. A relation‑first view makes alignment understandable. A trajectory has momentum. It is shaped by past orientations, reinforced by habits, and sustained by the gradients that made certain movements feel natural. Alignment requires altering those gradients so that new movements become possible.

Alignment begins when a person’s orientation shifts — when they turn toward a different set of gradients, even if only slightly. The shift may be small, but it changes the direction of the trajectory. Over time, repeated orientation in the new direction establishes a new pattern. The person becomes different not by abandoning who they were, but by allowing their pattern to evolve toward coherence, truth, and life.

This view reframes the experience of failure. A moment of misalignment does not negate a trajectory of growth, just as a moment of apparent virtue does not reverse a trajectory of drift. What matters is not the isolated event but the direction the pattern is moving. Alignment is not fragile. It is the ongoing process of orienting toward what sustains life and coherence.

A relation‑first view of alignment also clarifies the role of community, environment, and support. Because orientation is shaped by the gradients a person encounters, alignment often requires entering a different relational field — one that makes new forms of life available. Change becomes possible not through isolated effort but through a shift in the conditions that guide movement.

Alignment is not a departure from the structure of reality but its fulfillment. A person becomes more themselves, not less. The pattern stabilizes. The trajectory becomes coherent. The life that emerges is not imposed from outside but grows naturally from the re‑oriented structure.
Reality as a Relational Field
If objects are not the basic units of reality, then reality must be understood as a field of relations. A relation‑first ontology does not deny the existence of things; it reframes them. What we call “things” are stable patterns within a larger relational structure. They are not independent units but temporary coherences that emerge from the interactions that sustain them.

In an object‑first model, the world is imagined as a collection of discrete entities that interact from the outside. But this picture cannot explain continuity, identity, change, or meaning. It treats stability as a property of objects rather than a property of patterns. A relation‑first view makes stability intelligible. Patterns persist because the relations that generate them persist. When those relations shift, the pattern shifts with them.

A relational field is not a metaphor. It is the structure that makes orientation, trajectory, direction, and alignment possible. A person’s identity is a pattern within this field. Their agency is the way they orient within it. Their behavior is the trajectory that unfolds from that orientation. Their moral life is the direction of that trajectory. Their growth is the process of alignment within the field. None of these can be understood by treating the person as an isolated object.

This view dissolves the illusion of separateness. No pattern exists on its own. Every pattern is shaped by the gradients it encounters, the histories it carries, and the relations that sustain it. To understand anything — a person, a choice, a habit, a conflict — we must understand the field in which it is embedded. Relation is not an additional layer added to objects; it is the structure from which objects arise.

A relational field is dynamic. It changes as patterns change. It carries momentum, tension, and possibility. It makes certain movements easier than others. It shapes what feels natural, what feels difficult, and what feels available. When a person aligns with the structure of the field, their life becomes coherent. When they move against it, their life becomes fragmented. Coherence is not imposed from outside; it emerges from alignment with the relational structure of reality.

To say that no thing is real is not to deny the world. It is to recognize that what is real is not the isolated object but the pattern of relations that gives rise to it. Reality is not a collection of things but a continuous field of structure, movement, and orientation. We live within this field. We are shaped by it. And we participate in shaping it through the patterns we embody.

A relation‑first ontology does not reduce the world; it reveals its depth. It shows that identity, agency, behavior, morality, and alignment are not separate categories but expressions of the same underlying structure. It offers a way of seeing that is coherent, humane, and grounded in the actual dynamics of lived experience. When we stop treating things as the basic units of reality, the world becomes more intelligible. Patterns become visible. Movement becomes meaningful. And life becomes something we can understand from the inside.
Conclusion
The object‑first picture of reality has always been an illusion of convenience. It offers clarity only by ignoring the structure that makes clarity possible. When we look closely, nothing in experience behaves like an isolated unit. Identity persists through change, agency expresses orientation, behavior unfolds as trajectory, morality emerges as direction, and change itself is a matter of alignment. Each of these reveals the same underlying truth: what we call “things” are simply stable patterns within a larger field of relations.

A relation‑first ontology does not deny the world we inhabit; it explains it. It shows why patterns hold together, why they shift, and why they sometimes fracture. It makes sense of continuity without freezing the self, and of change without erasing it. It dissolves the false puzzles created by object‑thinking and replaces them with a structure that matches lived experience. When relation becomes the primitive, the world becomes coherent from the inside.

To say that no thing is real is not to diminish reality but to see it more clearly. The units of the world are not objects but relations—dynamic, directional, and generative. Everything we take to be solid emerges from these patterns of connection. When we understand this, the world stops being a collection of things and becomes a field of meaning, movement, and possibility. Relation is what holds reality together. It is what makes life intelligible. And it is the only stable foundation on which an ontology can stand.
