What is an Object?

 What is an object? We all think we know. Everyone knows what objects are. So let’s examine a familiar one and see what it really is.

Imagine a soccer ball.

You know its shape — spherical. You know its mass — around 410 to 450 grams. You know the familiar black‑and‑white pattern, the stitched panels, the slight give when you press your thumb into it. You know how it feels to kick, how it bounces, how temperature changes its firmness. You know the weight of it as you prepare to throw it. You’ve seen children and adults rolling it, kicking it, chasing it, playing with it. It has texture; it is pliable but only a little; it can be deflated and still be recognized. You know what a soccer ball is.

Cut it open and you can name the parts: the bladder, the air valve, the rubber sphere that holds air, the stitching that holds the shapes together. A rubber bag holding air, wrapped in a patterned shell of leather or synthetic panels. We all know what a soccer ball is.

I’ve just described the object “soccer ball.” The image is so vivid you can almost feel it in your hands. Now imagine that same soccer ball without any context at all. Not in the dark — that would still be a context. Not in your hand, not on a field, not being played with, not made of anything. Just “soccer ball,” by itself. An object, only an object.

Do you see it? You sense something there, but it cannot exist — even in your mind — without context. You know it’s “real,” but the moment you try to imagine it without surroundings, relations, or materials, the image collapses. What you thought was a simple, self‑contained object turns out to depend on far more than you realized.

The question is not why we need context. The question is how we understand objects at all. When we think about an object, we automatically supply the attributes that allow it to persist through time. We don’t notice this because it feels natural, but it is the quiet limit of our understanding. Research traditions often treat objects as if they simply exist, fully formed, independent of time. Yet our own cognition reveals the opposite: an object is only an object because we grant it temporal stability. Without that stability, it collapses into a momentary sensation. This unnoticed act of adding time is the boundary of how we have understood objects so far.

If an object only exists for us because it persists through time, then what we are actually understanding is not the material thing itself but the pattern that endures. The mind does not store the object; it stores the regularities that remain stable as moments change. A soccer ball is not defined by the leather, the stitching, or the air inside it — all of those can vary or be replaced. What stays the same is the pattern of behavior across time: how it rolls, how it bounces, how it resists your foot, how it moves through the world. That stable pattern is what the mind binds together and calls an “object.” In this sense, an object is not a thing but a temporally coherent phenomenon.

Once we see that an object is the pattern that remains coherent across time, the relationship between time and objecthood becomes unavoidable. Time is not something added to an object after the fact; it is the condition that makes objecthood possible in the first place. Without time, there is no persistence to track, no stability to recognize, no identity to maintain. What we call an “object” is simply the portion of experience that endures long enough to be treated as the same. Time is the medium in which objecthood appears. Remove time, and the object is gone.

The reason we can talk about a soccer ball, understand what it is, associate it with play, and give it meaning is that these descriptions all remove the element of time. When you see a soccer ball in a context, your mind is looking at a snapshot — actual or constructed — of a soccer ball in a recognizable situation.

But that snapshot only works because your mind has already done the temporal work. You can freeze the soccer ball in a single moment because you have learned, over time, how it behaves, how it persists, how it remains the same from one moment to the next. The snapshot is not the object; it is the mind’s shorthand for a pattern that has already proven itself stable across time. Without that accumulated temporal understanding, the snapshot would be meaningless. It would not be an object — just a shape in a moment.

We understand objects only because we stop them. Every time we name an object, describe it, or recognize it, we are taking a single moment and treating it as if it were the whole. But that freeze‑frame only works because the mind has already done all the temporal work. It has already learned how the object behaves, how it persists, how it remains the same as time moves forward. What feels like a static thing is actually a summary of a pattern that has proven stable across many moments. Objecthood is nothing more than this: the portion of reality that endures long enough for the mind to treat it as the same. Without time, there is no endurance. Without endurance, there is no object. Time is not something added to objects — it is the condition that makes objecthood possible.
