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ABSTRACT. The traditional dichotomy in the ontology of persistence is between 
endurantism and perdurantism. It presents a rigid conception of temporal existence. 
Endurantism rests on the ontological framework that entities are wholly present at 
each moment of existence. While perdurantism rests on the framework that entities 
exist as temporal extended aggregates. This paper interrogates this dichotomy and 
argues that neither ontological framework adequately captures the dynamics of the 
problem of how objects persist over time. Drawing on debates in the metaphysics of 
persistence, the paper argues that although the problem of persistence is a genuine 
metaphysical issue, understanding persistence within the confines of this dichotomy 
is conceptually limiting. The paper thus calls for a reorientation from the traditional 
dichotomy to a broader relational ontology where persistence is understood beyond 
endurantism and perdurantism. This paper is not an attempt to solve the problem 
of persistence, but to offer an ontological explanation that broadens the discourse 
beyond endurantism and perdurantism.  
 
Keywords: Persistence, Endurantism, Perdurantism, Epistemic Pessimism, Epistemicism 

 
 
 

Introduction 

A carpenter constructs a table, which is then placed in a room. As the wood 
used in constructing the table was not dry enough, the table shrinks after a while, 
but it remains the same table. Someone mistakenly knocks the table over, and one 
of its legs breaks off, yet it remains the same table. The table goes through diverse 
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changes over several months, but retains its sameness. We do not call it another 
table; we call it the same table. At the core of the question of persistence in 
metaphysics is the inquiry into how the table persists through time without losing 
its sameness. Thus, persistence is the metaphysical debate on how entities persist 
through time and changes. This debate is traditionally dominated by two positions: 
endurantism and perdurantism.  

Endurantism is the theory that entities are wholly present at each point of 
their existence. This suggests that objects endure through time without any 
extension. In contrast, perdurantism is the metaphysical position that entities are 
distinct temporal parts that are temporally extended, and each temporal part 
corresponds to a different time. This suggests that an object is an aggregate of 
temporal slices. The debate between endurantism and perdurantism highlights the 
rigid conceptual framework in the metaphysical discourse on the problem of 
persistence, creating a dilemma that hides the depth of the problem of persistence 
of objects through time. This paper argues that beyond the traditional tension 
between endurantism and perdurantism on the nature of persistence is a deeper 
problem. Confining the discourse on persistence to the debate between endurantism 
and perdurantism is conceptually limiting and fails to capture the dynamics of the 
persistence of entities. While the arguments presented in this paper do not offer a 
final solution to the problem of persistence, it helps to broaden the metaphysical 
terrain within which the problem can be better approached. 

 
 
Endurantism, Persistence and Its Limitations 

Endurantism, also known as three-dimensionalism, is one of the core theories 
of persistence in metaphysics. The thesis of endurantism is that objects are wholly 
present at each moment of their existence. In other words, an entity persists by 
being entirely present at every time it exists, even though it may have different 
properties at different times. Philosophically, endurantism regards objects as three-
dimensional entities that endure through time without being temporally extended. 
Time, in this sense, is conceived as an external dimension along which enduring 
entities are located, not one that constitutes them internally (Haslanger 1989, 1–
3). The enduring object is numerically identical through its temporal span. The same 
entity that exists at time T1 continues to T2, T3 – Tn, despite qualitative differences. 

Consider the illustration given in the introductory section, a table that had 
four legs at T1, but had three legs at T2, remains the same table, with both 
properties. First, the property of four legs, and later the property of three legs. For 
the endurantist, change is the acquisition or loss of properties by a single, persisting 
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entity, rather than as the variation between distinct temporal parts of an aggregate 
(van Inwagen 1990). Thus, endurantism is the thesis that an object exists as a complete, 
unified entity at every time at which it exists, and therefore, maintains its identity 
across different times despite undergoing qualitative change (Markosian 2004). 

The greatest appeal of endurantism is its appeal to our common sense 
metaphysical intuition about the persistence of objects. We normally think of 
objects as enduring entities that are numerically identical over time, regardless of 
changes. According to Markosian (2004), endurantism preserves this commonsense 
ontology of persistence, portraying temporal change as a feature of enduring 
entities, and there lies its primary strength. 

Another strength of endurantism is that it is compatible with ordinary 
language or the linguistic patterns we are used to. When we talk about objects, we 
refer to them as whole entities and not parts. For example, we refer to the table 
that had four legs as the same table even when it has three legs. Thus, endurantism 
aligns with the natural conceptual scheme we are used to (Haslanger 1989; van 
Inwagen 1990). 

Endurantism is also appealing for its ontological economy. Endurantism, 
unlike perdurantism, as we will see in another section, does not require a commitment 
to the existence of additional parts. Endurantism holds that objects exist wholly at 
every point of their existence; therefore, there are no additional metaphysical entities 
to existing ontology (Sider 2001). This simple ontological position is attractive, 
especially to those who favour the law of parsimony in metaphysical discourse.  

Another strength of endurantism is its compatibility with the A-theory of 
time. The A-theory of time is attractive to philosophers who reject the static, four-
dimensional theory associated with perdurantism. The A-theory of time holds that 
temporal distinctions of time, such as past, present, and future, are objective features 
of existence. It aligns with the dynamic conception of time, where the present has 
more metaphysical privilege than other features of existence (Merricks 1999).  

Despite these identified appeals, endurantism is faced with some challenges 
that we argue are significant enough to make endurantism an inadequate theory 
of persistence. A major challenge to the thesis of endurantism is the problem of 
temporary intrinsics. This problem exposes a tension between persistence and 
change. The problem of temporary intrinsics is how to justify how the same 
enduring object possesses incompatible intrinsic properties at different times 
(Lewis 1986). For example, a persisting object, such as a table, has an intrinsic 
property of legs. The chair has four legs at T1 and three legs at T2. If it exists wholly 
with four legs at T1 and three legs at T2, it follows that it has contradictory intrinsic 
properties. Thus, the problem of temporary intrinsics poses a challenge to the 
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coherence of the thesis of endurantism. If the endurantism thesis cannot explain 
change in entities without contradictions, it has failed to account for how object 
persists over time without losing its sameness. 

Endurantists have reacted to the problem of temporary intrinsics in different 
ways, but a philosophically robust defence is the argument for time indexed 
properties. Endurantists argue that changes in objects are properties that are 
relational to time and not absolutes. Hence, properties should be understood as 
time indexed to prevent contradictions (van Inwagen 1990; Haslanger 1989; 
Markosian 1994). For example, rather than say a table has four legs and three legs, 
we can say a table has four legs at T1 and three legs at T2. 

The major challenge with this reaction is that once properties are time 
indexed, they cannot be said to be truly intrinsic (Lewis 1986; Sider 2001, 75-78). 
Intrinsic property is one that an object has in itself and not in relation to other 
entities and contexts. Once a property is time indexed, it is no longer intrinsic. 
Endurantism describes how a property is related to time and still argues it is 
intrinsic, and this is not a satisfactory thesis for a theory of change. Although time 
indexing intrinsic properties resolves the logical problem of contradiction, it comes 
at a metaphysical cost. 

Another attempt by endurantism to solve the problem of temporal intrinsics 
is to propose that objects have properties relatively. For example, rather than just 
say ‘the table has three legs’, and risk the challenge of temporal intrinsics, we can 
say ‘the table formerly has four legs, and three legs presently’. That is, a sort of 
linguistic modification of property possession of objects. 

The challenge with this ‘solution’ is that it is at best a linguistic approach 
and not a metaphysical solution (Rea 1998). It addresses how to talk about objects 
with incompatible properties, but fails to account for how an object can have 
incompatible properties. 

Another substantive challenge to the thesis of endurantism is the problem 
of relativity and four-dimensional spacetime. In modern physics, it is established 
that objects are extended in space and also in time. That is, relativity treats time as 
a dimension comparable to spatial dimensions (Einstein 1905; Sider 2001). However, 
the endurantist thesis argues that objects are wholly present at a time. The three-
dimensional ontology proposed by endurantism seems to be incompatible with the 
empirical evidence of relativistic conception of simultaneity. This tension between 
endurantism and the spatiotemporal ontology implied from the theory of relativity 
is another fascinating crossroad for the thesis of endurantism as regards the 
ontology of persistence of entities. 
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In response to this, Katherine Hawley (2001) and Dean Zimmerman (1998) 
both argue that endurantism can be formulated in a way that is compatible with 
the theory of relativity. An object is wholly present relative to a given spacetime, 
that is, it a ‘slice’ of spacetime that corresponds to a frame of reference. It follows 
that being wholly present does not mean being present at an absolute time, but 
being relative to a chosen slice of spacetime. This framework of endurantism, thus, 
is frame dependent in relation to an observer’s temporal perspective. 

Furthermore, endurantism is faced with the challenge of circularity in its 
thesis. The core of persistence is to explain how an object remains the same over 
time. However, endurantism have to rely on identity through time to explain this. 
Thus, the explanation for persistence, for the endurantists, presupposes persistence, 
and this is circular. For example, endurantism argues a table is wholly present at 
each time of its existence. To make sense of this claim, we must presume persistence. 
Hence, Lewis argues that: “Endurantists take identity through time as primitive. But 
to treat persistence as primitive is to leave unexplained what the perdurantist 
explains by temporal parts” (Lewis 1986, 202). To explain the numerical identity of 
an object over time, the endurantism thesis simply appeals to the numerical 
identity of that object over time, and this is circular. Simply put, endurantism begs 
the question by assuming what ought to be explained. 

Another major challenge to endurantism is the problem of vagueness and 
indeterminacy of temporal boundaries. Critics argue that the endurantist thesis 
cannot precisely account for when an object comes into and goes out of existence 
(Sider 2001). Endurantism argues that an objects exist wholly at each point of its 
existence. However, objects can fade out of existence gradually. For example, a 
cloud droplet. Endurantism cannot account for gradual change; hence, it will have 
the challenge of how to account for temporal boundaries. 

Although endurantism is a robust and attractive theory of persistence, it is 
inadequate because of its challenges with the problem of temporary intrinsics, its 
incompatibility with the theory of special relativity, and its inability to independently 
explain changes in a persisting object. Simply put, endurantism has unresolved 
tensions about explaining changes in a persisting object, hence inadequate as a 
theory of persistence.  

 
 
Perdurantism, Persistence, and Its Limitations 

We may now enquire into whether perdurantism fares better than 
endurantism as a theory of persistence. The question then is “does perdurantism 
avoid the kind of fatal objections bedeviling endurantism?” We answer in the negative.  
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Perdurantism, also known as the four-dimensional theory of persistence, 
argues that objects persist by having different temporal parts with different 
properties at different times. Perdurantism argues that objects are extended in 
time just as they are extended in space, and that they persist as temporal slices 
located at different time locations (Lewis 1986; Sider 2001). Unlike endurantism, 
which argues that objects persist wholly at each time location, perdurantism treats 
persistence as a matter of temporal extension. Perdurantism stands in contrast to 
endurantism (three-dimensionalism), which claims that objects are wholly present 
at every moment of their existence and persist by enduring from one time to another. 
On the one hand, endurantism treats persistence as a matter of the same entity 
existing continuously over time; on the other hand, perdurantism understands 
persistence as a matter of temporal extension and part-whole relations among 
different temporal segments. 

The perdurantist thesis explains change as the possession of different 
properties by different temporal parts. Hence, an object can have contradictory 
properties at different time locations without any logical implication because these 
properties belong to distinct temporal parts rather than to the same entity 
simpliciter (Haslanger 1989). For example, a table with four legs at T1 persists at this 
time location with the temporal extension of four legs, and three legs at T2 persist 
at this time location with the temporal extension of three legs. Thus, perdurantism 
offers a natural solution to the problem of temporary intrinsics, which is one of the 
limitations faced by endurantism in explaining persistence without contradictions. 
The major features of perdurantism are that persisting objects are four-dimensional, 
extended in time as well as space, composed of distinct temporal parts that collectively 
constitute their entire existence, and these temporal parts are connected within a 
single spatio-temporal whole (Lewis 1986; Sider 2001; Hawley 2001). 

The most celebrated strength of perdurantism is its ability to resolve the 
problem of temporary intrinsics. This problem, probably the major weakness of 
endurantism, is how to explain how a persisting object can possess contradictory 
properties at different times. By introducing the thesis of temporal parts, 
perdurantism argues that objects do not possess all their properties simpliciter, but 
their temporal parts possess these properties at different time locations (Lewis 
1986). Hence, a table at T1 has a temporal part of four legs, and the table at T2 has 
another temporal part of three legs. 

Ironically, the most celebrated strength of perdurantism is its greatest 
weakness. The major problem with the thesis of temporal parts is that its 
ontological implication is costly. Perdurantism is faced with the challenge of how to 
characterize the ontological status of temporal parts, just as endurantism is faced 
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with the challenge of temporary intrinsics. Perdurantism has failed to successfully 
defend itself against the criticism of metaphysical extravagance (Merricks 1999). 
That is, temporal parts inflate ontology unnecessarily and violates the law of 
parsimony. It is a form of introducing an ontological problem to address another 
ontological problem. 

One of the reasons why temporal parts is considered an unnecessary 
inflation of ontology is that it is vague. How exactly can temporal parts, within a 
metaphysical framework, be characterized? (van Inwagen 2002; Markosian 1998). 
The thesis of temporal parts, unlike spatial parts, does not have clear boundaries; 
hence, there is no clear criterion for identifying temporal parts. 

Another challenge with the temporal part thesis is that it is counterintuitive 
and conflicts with the way we experience objects (Chisholm 1976). When we 
observe a table, intuitively, we believe we perceive the whole table and not a 
temporal slice of a table. Hence, it is difficult to reconcile the thesis of temporal 
parts with what we know about the perception of objects. 

Furthermore, the most damning criticism of the temporal part thesis is that 
it is unable to account for change. At best, perdurantism accounts for differences 
between the parts of an object, but not change. For example, according to 
perdurantism, when we perceive the table with four legs at T1 and the table with 
three legs at T2, perdurantism argues that the table we perceive at T1 is a temporal 
slice and another temporal slice at T2. What temporal part does here is to account 
for the differences in the table at T1 and T2, and not how it has incompatible 
properties at different time locations. Simply put, the temporal part thesis describes 
the coexistence of incompatible properties at different time locations, but not real 
change. Although perdurantism avoids ascribing incompatible properties to the 
same object, it still does not account for change. 

Another celebrated strength of perdurantism is that it aligns with modern 
science (Sider 2001). One of the challenges endurantism face is the argument that 
the three-dimensional ontology proposed by endurantism seems to be incompatible 
with the empirical evidence of the relativistic conception of simultaneity. However, 
perdurantism is presented as compatible with modern science. Perdurantism four-
dimensional ontology argues that objects extend in time as well as space. This fits 
naturally with the picture in special relativity where time is treated as an 
independent dimension of a unified space time (Price 1996). Furthermore, the 
perdurantists thesis that different temporal parts have different properties, align 
with the scientific representation of change as variation across time-indexed states 
(Lewis 1976, 17–22).  
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While perdurantism celebrates its compatibility with modern science, the 
claim is tainted with the argument that perdurantism conflicts with quantum 
mechanics and indeterminism (Butterfield 1995, 122–126). Perdurantism aligns 
with eternalism, the theory of time that all points in time are equally valid (Sider 
2001). This creates a tension between perdurantism and quantum mechanics. 
Quantum mechanics proves that the future is not yet determined (Ellis 2006), while 
perdurantism, with its alignment with eternalism, argues that the future is as valid 
as the past and present. This shows an incompatibility between perdurantism and 
modern science. Simply put, it is difficult to reconcile perdurantism with certain 
interpretations of quantum mechanics.  

Perdurantism is also celebrated for addressing the problem of temporary 
intrinsics. To explain the change in a table at T1 with four legs and at T2 with three 
legs, endurantism argues that the legs of the table is a relation between the table 
and a time. However, there is a problem. If the table exists wholly at T1 with four 
legs, and wholly at T2 with three legs, then there is a contradiction between the 
table at T1 and T2. To resolve this, perdurantism argues that the ‘three legs’ at T1 is 
a temporal part and the ‘four legs’ at T2 is a temporal part of the same table. By 
arguing that properties belong to objects and not a mere relation, the problem of 
temporary intrinsics seems not to arise for perdurantism (Sider 2001, 92-98) . 

However, there is the argument that perdurantism does not actually solve 
the problem of temporary intrinsics, but shifts the problem from how to reconcile 
contradictions, to how to explain temporal contradictory properties (Zimmerman 
1998). Hence, rather than actually solve the problem of temporary intrinsics, it 
merely changes the subject from how an object with contradictory properties can 
be the same, to how an object with contradictory temporal parts can be the same. 
The metaphysical commitment to temporal part requires more justification than 
what perdurantism has supplied so far. 

While perdurantism is often presented as a superior theory of persistence 
(Lewis 1983; Theodore Sider 2001; Katherine Hawley 2001), it has not fared better 
than endurantism in addressing the problem of persistence. Perdurantism, just 
like endurantism, also has unresolved tensions about characterizing persistence 
within a metaphysical framework. Its temporal part thesis comes with a high 
ontological cost. How exactly can temporal parts be characterized without inflating 
ontology unnecessarily? How can perdurantism account for the unity of a persisting 
object? That is, what unites or reconciles the table at T1 with the temporal part of 
four legs, and the table at T2 with the temporal part of three legs? How can 
perdurantism account for change in a persisting object without the high ontological 
cost? Furthermore, perdurantism is faced with the ‘no change’ argument, and 
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the claim that contrary to some arguments, this theory is not compatible with 
modern science. 

Perdurantists may respond that change does not require a further 
metaphysical ingredient beyond qualitative variation across temporal parts (Sider 
2001). From this perspective, persistence through change is adequately explained 
by the ordered relation between distinct temporal stages. However, such variation 
still presupposes, rather than explains, the unity of the persisting object across 
these stages. Simply put, perdurantism has not fared better than endurantism in 
characterizing the persistence of objects. 

 
 
Is There a Problem of Persistence?1 

There is a debate on whether there is an actual problem of persistence, or 
whether ontologists who attempt to answer the question of persistence are killing 
a fly with a sledgehammer. Given the impasse in resolving the problem of 
persistence between perdurantism and endurantism as the two major theories of 
persistence, there is a need to examine the suggestion that the debate on 
persistence is a mere verbal dispute; hence, a superficial problem of persistence. In 
other words, some scholars argue that asides clarifying and analysing the concepts 
of identity and persistence, which is pure semantics, and then evidence from 
empirical investigations, which is pure natural sciences, there is nothing more 
required to answer questions on persistence. Attempts to engage persistence 
within a metaphysical framework, will then end up as a non-substantive pursuit 
(Hirsch 2005; Thomasson 2003). Eli Hirsch, for example, argues that common sense 
and an appeal to ordinary language will resolve the problem of persistence (Hirsch 
2005, 68). Furthermore, that the impasse between metaphysical theories is 
because the debate between them is not substantive (Hirsch 2005, 72). Hence, 
persistence of objects is easy to resolve and too trivial for metaphysics to claim 
there is a problem of persistence. 

According to the school of thought that the problem of persistence is a 
verbal dispute, the debate between endurantism and perdurantism is reducible to 
whether objects have temporal parts or not; endurantists deny this, while 
perdurantism affirms it (Hirsch 2005, 68, 72). The disputants merely use different 
language to make the same claim and they are ignorant of this. Hirsch characterised 
this position by noting that an alleged ontological issue is “merely verbal” because 
it is reducible to linguistic choice given that each side in the debate on the issue can 

 
1 Part of this section is examined in another paper. Badejo Omobola Olufunto (2025). “More Than 

Words Can Settle.” Open Journal for Studies in Philosophy. Vol. 9, No. 1, 19-32. 
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plausibly interpret their opponent as speaking a language in which the latter’s 
assertions can be acknowledged as true. 

In the language of perdurantism the claim that temporal parts exist is true, 
while in the language of endurantism the claim that temporal parts exist is false. 
Thus, it is not the case that temporal parts exist in objective reality, but it is a case 
of linguistic choice. The striking feature in this verbal dispute is that both disputants 
make right assertions in their respective languages. Hence, in this ontological 
dispute on the problem of persistence, the dispute is verbal and the arguments for 
each side of the dispute are reducible to linguistic choice. According to this school 
of thought, perdurantists speak in the language of temporal parts, while endurantists 
deny the language of temporal facts. Any statement that seems to convey or show 
ontological commitment to temporal facts is true for the perdurantists and false for 
the endurantists.  

The evidence that the dispute on persistence is nothing more than a battle 
over the appropriate language to use is that there is no solid dispute over objective 
facts on the persistence of objects. Both endurantism and perdurantism agree that 
objects persist through time, and they both agree that the persistence of objects 
through time will not amount to any change in the numerical identity of objects. 
There is no disagreement whatsoever between perdurantism and endurantism on 
the fact that objects have qualities that tend to change from time to time, yet will 
not affect the identity of the object. Hence, there is no evidence that the problem 
of persistence is a factual disagreement, but a mere disagreement on how to describe 
the observed facts, which are agreed upon. Perdurantism prefers to describe the 
observed facts as objects persisting as temporal slices, while endurantism prefers 
to describe the observed facts as objects persisting wholly. 

A challenge with the claim that the problem of persistence is a mere verbal 
dispute is that although metaphysics seeks to answer questions on objective reality, 
it does not imply that its arguments must always focus on fundamental facts about 
the world. It is possible for a theory to reflect fundamental facts about the world 
through the pragmatic value of that theory. For example, one of the strengths of 
the temporal part thesis is that it has some pragmatic value that endurantism does 
not have. Hence, answering questions on objective reality can take different 
dimensions. As long as arguments show how a particular dimension answers questions 
on objective reality, the next task is to examine the values and problems with the 
answer. While one may have issues with the thesis of temporal parts, it is pragmatically 
and substantially different from the thesis of endurantism. Furthermore, it introduces 
fresh dimensions into the debate on the problem of persistence. For example, the 
ontological cost of the temporal parts thesis.  
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Endurantism and perdurantism agree on some basic fundamental facts on 
persistence, however, it does not follow that they agree on all fundamental facts. 
For example, one of the reasons for the lingering disagreement is that there is a 
dispute on why and how objects persist without changing identity. Although, both 
endurantism and perdurantism both agree that objects persist without losing identity, 
it disagrees on how and why. If two theories presents different types of entities in 
their arguments, the disagreement cannot be a mere verbal one. Endurantism 
denies the existence of temporal parts, while perdurantism affirms it. Also, 
perdurantism explains change as a qualitative difference between temporal parts, 
while endurantism explains change via property instantiation at different times. 
Therefore, there is a disagreement on an ontological entity and not just how we 
talk. One can affirm that there is a substantive dispute between endurantists and 
perdurantists regarding whether objects genuinely possess temporal parts which 
account for the ability of these objects to persist from a particular time to another. 
As such, the dispute is not just about the language disputants, but whether there is 
really some specific entity which is the subject of the dispute. 

Another challenge with the claim that the debate on persistence is verbal 
is that although there may not be a corresponding fact to the truth of endurantism 
and perdurantism, there are arguments justifying the position and claims in these 
theories. It is left to those who are interested to examine these arguments on their 
own merit and determine, with reasons, whether they are convincing or not. 
Moreover, it is erroneous to make such a sweeping claim on a metaphysical 
dispute. As Karen Bennett argued, to make an objective claim on the status of 
metaphysical disputes and theories requires a first-order level study of the conflicts 
and theories (Bennett 2009, 15). The arguments presented by these theories must 
be examined, and each judged on its merit. 

 
 
Epistemic Pessimism 

If both endurantism and perdurantism are inadequate theories of persistence, 
and the dispute between them is not a mere verbal dispute, then what is the way 
forward? At the level where the debate is, it is at best an impasse. Presently, there 
is no substantial evidence that either of the major theories of persistence is 
ontologically superior to the other. 

We already argued that this impasse between both theories of persistence 
is not evidence that the dispute is a mere verbal dispute. What we have at best is 
that given the available arguments, it is difficult to decide which theory of 
persistence is better than the other. Yet, the two theories of persistence cannot be 
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both correct, since there is a substantive dispute between these two positions. They 
may both be wrong anyway. Nevertheless, either way, there is no evidence sufficient 
to show if endurantism is better than perdurantism, or perdurantism is better than 
endurantism.  This brings us to epistemic pessimism. As argued by Tuomas Tahko 
(Tahko 2015), one could argue that there is a substantive dispute between these 
two positions if we are able to precisely state what the subject of the dispute is in 
a manner that existence question will be clearly understood. But since there is no 
way to make state the subject of the dispute precisely clear, we can forget any 
chance of ever having a substantive dispute about it. This does not imply an 
antirealism about the substance of the dispute. Rather, it is an acknowledgement 
of the limitations of human conceptual power. We will be unable to dispute 
substantively about whether there are Fs or not, as long as we are unable to 
precisely characterize what the dispute is about. This is closely related to Karen 
Bennett’s (Bennett 2009) epistemicism which acknowledges a distinction between 
the factual question about whether or not there are Fs, and the disputes about 
them. If there is a factual question to be addressed, disputes about them are not 
merely verbal, even when we may have very little evidence to justify our beliefs in 
either positions on the dispute. This implies that epistemicism is committed to 
ontological realism, but acknowledges that settling ontological disputes can 
sometimes be extremely difficult, if not impossible. 

If we combine Tahko’s epistemic pessimism with Bennett’s epistemicism, 
we are presented with a better hope for understanding ontological disputes such as 
the problem of persistence. This approach seems to possess one significant 
advantage, namely that it acknowledges the substance of ontological disputes like 
the one that have been highlighted about the problem of persistence. It aligns with 
the earlier view that there is a substantive dispute between endurantists and 
perdurantists regarding whether there are distinct temporal parts that determine 
the persistence of objects. This is evident, even if we may not agree about the 
correct position or about the right approach to determining the correct position. 

Note also that epistemic pessimism does not necessarily foreclose the 
possibility of reaching a determinant truth-value in the case of the problem of 
persistence. Rather, it takes off the pressure and temptations of veering off in the 
course of a debate in order to arrive at the correct theory. Epistemic pessimism 
should not be misunderstood as a position that argues that nothing more can be 
done on the problem of persistence. In other words, it may be tempting to challenge 
this methodology as an appeal to ignorance, that is, ‘since we do not know it, then 
we cannot know it’, not at all! Bennett seems to acknowledge this by noting that 
the literature on the ontology of material objects is not pointless, since it helps to 
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determine what genuine issues arise for ontological disputants (Bennett 2009, 38-
76). Thus, suggesting that nothing more can be done on the problem of persistence 
is not acceptable. 

Thus, suggesting that epistemicism implies the impossibility of resolving the 
ontological dispute regarding the problem of persistence rests on a misunderstanding 
of Bennett’s arguments. What is rather suggested is that metaphysics may need to 
look beyond the impasse for answers to some metaphysical disputes. For example, 
the problem of persistence may need to look beyond endurantism and perdurantism 
to get some answers to the questions on persistence. This is particularly stated by 
Bennett as follows: 

 
… But that sort of argument is a long way from the kind of highly localized fighting 
at close quarters that characterizes a lot of the literature on these issues. The 
upshot, then, is really that – at least for these particular disputes – such localized 
fighting cannot be expected to get us anywhere. The epistemic impasse can only 
be broken, if it can be broken at all, by reflection on broader theorectical and 
methodological questions (Bennet 2009, 73). 

 
Hence, it is necessary to look beyond the difference in language in an attempt to 
resolve the problem of persistence, or edge it closer to a resolution. Epistemicism 
provides the clue to look beyond what has been done, and seek answers to the 
problem of persistence on a different level. 

Thus, rather than concentrate on the dispute between endurantism and 
perdurantism, the first task towards a more plausible alternative theory of persistence 
is to understand what persistence is, both conceptually and physically. This will set 
in motion the sort of answer or answers that addressing the problem of persistence 
requires. It helps to better focus the questions and discourse regarding persistence 
on the ability of objects to retain their identity despite the various changes which 
objects undergo. In other words, persistence can be viewed from the perspective of 
the ability of an object to maintain identity over time, irrespective of changes the 
object goes through in its existence. This suggests that there may be need for a clear 
idea of identity in order to resolve the problem of persistence. This reveals what 
appears to be a viable approach to understanding and resolving the problem of 
persistence. While the problem of persistence may not be a simple one, we believe 
that the current suggestion offers a more plausible lifeline to review and re-
interrogate the questions of persistence to avoid the impasse that has resulted from 
the endurantism vs perdurantism debate. 
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Toward a Relational Ontology of Persistence 

The persistent impasse between endurantism and perdurantism, as argued 
in the previous sections, suggests that the problem of persistence may not be 
adequately addressed within the conceptual assumptions common to endurantism 
and perdurantism. However, these positions, while substantially different in their 
accounts of the persistence of objects, both share the assumption that persistence 
must be explained in terms of either temporal wholes or temporal parts. 
Endurantism holds that an object exists wholly at every moment of its existence, 
while perdurantism maintains that an object persists as a series of temporal parts 
extended through time (Lewis 1986, 202-204; Sider 2001, 1-15). Yet the failure of 
either theory to substantially solve the problem of persistence indicates that the 
problem is not simply a matter of the answers given, but of the context in which the 
very question has been approached. 

A possible alternative is to rethink persistence in terms of a relational 
ontology. A relational ontology sees entities not as self-subsistent substances with 
identities independent of their relations but as beings constituted and sustained 
through networks of relations, conditions of continuity, and dynamic processes. In 
this framework, persistence is not fundamentally a matter of strict temporal 
wholeness or temporal parts, but of the continuity of relational organization 
through change. This approach shifts the discourse from whether objects wholly or 
perdure through temporal parts, to the types of relations that allow an entity to 
hold on to its identity through temporal variation. 

The basic intuition of a relational ontology of persistence is that change 
does not undermine identity in any way. Let us once again consider the example of 
the carpenter’s table introduced earlier in this paper. The table might be reduced, 
one of its legs might be cut off, and it might undergo qualitative changes, but it 
would still be the same table. The continued existence of the table is not sufficiently 
explicated by the mere statement that it is wholly present at every moment, nor by 
the statement that it is made up of distinct temporal slices. What appears more 
fundamental is the continuity in the structural, causal, and functional relations that 
order the table through time. The former and the latter states of the object have 
enough continuity, but some features of the object change. 

This approach provides a dynamic understanding of persistence and not a 
static one. One of the main motivations for perdurantism is that it can explain how 
one and the same object can have incompatible intrinsic properties at different 
times without contradiction, while endurantism cannot. However, relational ontology 
means that the identity of an object may not require the maintenance of identical 
intrinsic properties at all. Identity, rather, may be contingent upon continuity of 
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organizing relations through processes of change. Thus the problem of persistence 
is reformulated from a question about the static identity conditions into a question 
about the continuity of relational structures over time. 

There is some kinship between this viewpoint and the philosophy of Alfred 
North Whitehead. Whitehead rejects the idea that the basic building blocks of 
reality are static substances, and instead argues that actuality is made up of 
processes, events and relations (Whitehead 1978, 18). On this view, enduring 
objects are not absolute substances but relatively stable patterns of relational 
continuity in ongoing processes of becoming. Whitehead’s process metaphysics was 
not originally conceived as a solution to the problem of persistence in contemporary 
analytic metaphysics, but it does provide useful conceptual resources for rethinking 
persistence outside of the rigid opposition between endurance and perdurance. 

A similar relational ontology is also characteristic of the ontological 
framework of E. J. Lowe. His ontology is focused on the relations of dependence 
between objects, properties, kinds, and modes. Lowe’s account shows that we need 
not always explain metaphysically in a reductive sense of objects to isolated 
substances that exist independently of relational structures. Rather, ontological 
categories may be related in such a way that relational dependence is fundamental 
to the constitution of entities themselves (Lowe 2006, 8–12). This broader 
metaphysical orientation gives conceptual support to the claim that persistence 
may be a matter of relational continuity, rather than a matter of temporal location 
or of temporal extension. 

Furthermore, relational ontology appears to be able to escape some of the 
major problems facing both endurantism and perdurantism. It does not require 
commitment to a potentially extravagant ontology of temporal parts, unlike 
perdurantism. At the same time, unlike endurantism, it does not rely on the idea 
that objects are fully present at every moment, which creates the issue of temporary 
intrinsics. Instead, persistence is seen as the maintenance of a sufficiently continuous 
relational organization through temporal change. The identity of an object is neither 
completely primitive nor limited to temporal slices. It is based on the continuity of 
relations that support the object through its successive states. 

This approach also permits a more substantive understanding of change 
than the accounts typically offered within the traditional debate. Critics of 
perdurantism have argued that the theory merely describes qualitative differences 
between temporal parts rather than genuine change. Perdurantists may respond 
that change simply consists in qualitative variation across ordered temporal stages 
(Sider 2001, 187-208). Nevertheless, the present concern is that such an account 
still presupposes the unity of the object whose temporal stages are said to vary. 
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Relational ontology attempts to address this issue by treating change not as a 
problem to be eliminated or distributed across temporal parts, but as an internal 
feature of persistence itself. Objects persist precisely because they are capable of 
maintaining continuity through structured processes of transformation. 

This proposal does not claim to offer a definite solution to the problem of 
persistence, but it serves as an attempt to reorient the metaphysical framework 
within which the debate has traditionally occurred. The ongoing deadlock between 
endurantism and perdurantism indicates that persistence may require a more dynamic 
and relational conceptualization that neither theory currently offers. By shifting the 
focus from temporal structure to the continuity of relational organization, relational 
ontology may offer a more promising direction for future research into the 
metaphysics of persistence. 

 
 
Conclusion 

This study argues that the ongoing impasse between endurantism and 
perdurantism does not imply that the dispute between them is a verbal dispute. 
Rather, it points to a basic flaw in how metaphysical discourse has approached the 
problem of persistence. Although, persistence is a real metaphysical puzzle. It is 
about what it takes for something to stay the same even as it changes, and what 
makes identity hold up over time. While endurantism and perdurantism are 
meaningful on their own terms, neither really resolves the problem in a substantive 
sense. This is because, neither theory ultimately resolves the question of how 
things actually persist in the face of the reality and necessity of change. 

Thus, beyond endurantism, perdurantism, and epistemic pessimism, there 
is a need to recognize that our current metaphysical approaches are not good 
enough to figure it out. Rather than insist that either of the theories substantially 
address the problem of persistence, there is a need to recognize that more needs 
to be done, and that the problem of persistence may be better addressed by 
looking from a different perspective than endurantism and perdurantism. 

It is important to state that the fact that neither endurantism nor 
perdurantism comes out substantially successful is not sufficient reason to throw 
out the whole persistence debate. It is a sign that maybe we need to change how 
we think about the problem. Unless this is done, the debate will remain stuck on 
the debate on whether temporal parts exist or what counts as an intrinsic property, 
without digging into the bigger assumptions that keep these arguments going.  This 
is why this study proposes that a more progressive and efficient approach is 
required if the problem of persistence is to be resolved. Persistence is something 
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more dynamic, something about relations or ongoing processes that neither 
endurantism nor perdurantism has been able to capture.  

Thus, we conclude that persistence is not just enduring or perduring. It is 
holding on to identity through a kind of structured change that the main theories 
miss. Admitting what our theories cannot do without shutting the door on deeper 
insight seems to be a viable alternative that is required at this point in the debate 
on persistence. This study suggests that rather than chasing a clear winner between 
two old rivals, we should reimagine the whole framework for what persistence 
could mean. 
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