

    
        
          What is Existence? Mind, Matter and Meaning

        

        
        
          Modern Philosophy

        

        
        
          Rikki J Prince

        

        
          Published by Hole Adventures, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      WHAT IS EXISTENCE? MIND, MATTER AND MEANING

    

    
      First edition. February 21, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Rikki J Prince.

    

    
    
      Written by Rikki J Prince.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 — Why “Existence” Is a Question at All

Chapter 2 — Nothing Is Not Nothing

Chapter 3 — The Universe as Process, Not Object

Chapter 4 — Time: What Physics Allows, What Humans Experience

Chapter 5 — Entropy, Order, and the Narrow Corridor of Complexity

Chapter 6 — When Matter Begins to Care

Chapter 7 — The Invention of the Self

Chapter 8 — Consciousness Without Mystery

Chapter 9 — Observation Does Not Create Reality (But It Changes Everything)

Chapter 10 — Why Cultures Disagree About What It Means to Exist

Chapter 11 — Language: How Existence Becomes Thinkable

Chapter 12 — Art: Making Meaning Where None Is Guaranteed

Chapter 13 — Ethics Without Guarantees: How Meaning Becomes Responsibility

Chapter 14 — Finitude: Existing Under the Condition of Death

Chapter 15 — Living With Clarity: Existence Without Illusions

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — Why “Existence” Is a Question at All
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Rocks do not ask why they exist. Neither do stars, bacteria, or hurricanes. They occur, persist for a time, and disappear without puzzlement. The question of existence arises only when a certain kind of system appears in the universe: one capable of representing itself to itself.

To ask “What is existence?” is already to stand in a very specific position within reality. It presupposes a mind that experiences continuity, distinguishes itself from its surroundings, remembers the past, anticipates the future, and senses that things could have been otherwise. Existence is not merely there for such a mind; it is noticed, felt, and often problematized.

This book begins from that fact. Existence is not only a property of the universe; it is also a human concern. Any serious attempt to understand it must therefore proceed on two levels at once:

	What exists independently of us, and

	How existence appears to creatures like us


Historically, humans have answered the question of existence by appealing to gods, cosmic purpose, or immutable essences. These frameworks did not arise from ignorance or superstition alone; they arose because the raw facts of existence are psychologically difficult to live with. A universe without inherent intention, a self without fixed essence, a life without guaranteed meaning—these are not easy ideas for a social, narrative-driven primate to absorb.

Modern science did not invent existential unease, but it sharpened it. Astronomy displaced Earth from the center of the cosmos. Biology placed humans within the animal continuum. Neuroscience undermined the idea of a permanent, indivisible self. Physics revealed a universe governed by impersonal regularities rather than intention. The cumulative effect has been a quiet but profound shift: existence no longer arrives pre-interpreted.

This book does not attempt to restore lost certainties, nor does it celebrate uncertainty for its own sake. Instead, it takes a more demanding path: to understand what the universe is like, how minds arise within it, and what meaning can reasonably be built on that foundation—without invoking explanations that exceed what we have good reason to believe.

Three commitments guide the inquiry:

	Empirical humility: claims about reality should track our best scientific understanding, not our psychological preferences.

	Conceptual clarity: metaphor is a tool, not a substitute for explanation.

	Human relevance: understanding existence matters because it changes how we live, not because it flatters our curiosity.


The chapters that follow begin not with meaning or mind, but with matter. Not because matter is “more real,” but because everything else depends on it. To understand existence at all, we must first confront a discovery that overturned centuries of intuition:

There is no such thing as nothing.
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Chapter 2 — Nothing Is Not Nothing
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For most of human history, “nothing” meant absence: no matter, no energy, no structure, no activity. Philosophers debated whether such a state could exist at all, while theologians placed creation against its backdrop. Even early science inherited this intuition. Empty space was assumed to be truly empty—a passive stage on which the drama of the universe unfolded.

Modern physics dismantled this picture completely.

At the most fundamental level known today, the universe is not made of solid objects moving through empty space. It is made of fields—continuous, omnipresent entities that fill all of space and time. What we call “particles” are not tiny billiard balls but localized excitations of these fields, much like waves on the surface of the sea.

From this perspective, empty space is not nothing. It is the lowest-energy state of quantum fields—a state with structure, constraints, and measurable effects. Even when all particles are removed, the fields remain. And they do not sit quietly.

Quantum theory predicts, and experiments confirm, that fields in their lowest-energy state fluctuate. Energy momentarily concentrates and disperses. Virtual particles appear and vanish. Forces emerge where classical physics predicts none. The vacuum behaves less like an empty container and more like a restless background hum.

This has profound consequences for how we understand existence.

First, it dissolves the idea that the universe emerged from “absolute nothingness” in the everyday sense. Whatever the ultimate origin of the universe may be, it did not arise from a featureless void. It arose from a physical substrate governed by rules—rules that allow structure to form spontaneously under the right conditions.

Second, it reframes the question of why there is “something rather than nothing.” If the most fundamental state of reality is already active, structured, and unstable, then “nothing” is no longer the default. Existence does not require a special push; under certain constraints, it is what happens.

As the early universe expanded and cooled, symmetries broke. Forces differentiated. Energy condensed into stable patterns. Matter emerged not because the universe aimed at complexity, but because the laws governing fields permit it. Gravity amplified tiny irregularities. Over vast spans of time, these processes produced galaxies, stars, planets—and eventually environments where chemistry could become self-sustaining.

Existence, at its root, is not a substance but a process of stabilization. Things exist when patterns persist. An atom exists because its internal structure holds together. A star exists because gravity and pressure balance for billions of years. A living cell exists because it continuously repairs and reproduces itself. Existence is not static being; it is ongoing coherence.

This view strips existence of any intrinsic purpose, but it does not render it trivial. On the contrary, it reveals how extraordinary persistence is in a universe governed by change. Stable structures are not guaranteed; they are achievements. They arise within narrow corridors defined by physical law, initial conditions, and chance.

Nothing, then, is not the opposite of existence. It is a misleading idea inherited from an outdated picture of reality. What we call “empty” is already full—of fields, constraints, and potential. The universe does not hover over an abyss of nothingness. It unfolds from within its own possibilities.

Understanding this is the first step toward a sober view of existence. Matter does not require meaning in order to exist. It requires only rules and time. Meaning, as we will see, arrives later—and only for certain kinds of organized matter.
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Chapter 3 — The Universe as Process, Not Object
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Human intuition is shaped by objects. From early childhood, we learn to navigate a world of seemingly stable things: stones, trees, tools, bodies. We grasp, store, lose, and recover them. Language reinforces this bias. Nouns dominate our descriptions of reality, encouraging us to think of the world as a collection of discrete entities occupying a pre-existing space.

This intuition is useful, but it is deeply misleading.

At the most fundamental level described by modern physics, the universe is not an object and not a container filled with objects. It is an ongoing process—a continuous unfolding governed by regularities that do not themselves stand outside the unfolding they describe.

There is no cosmic warehouse in which reality is stored.

From Things to Events

In classical physics, objects were primary. A particle had a position, a velocity, and a trajectory. Change happened to things, but the things themselves were assumed to persist unchanged unless acted upon.

Quantum field theory reverses this picture. What exists fundamentally are fields extended across space and time. What we perceive as particles are events—localized interactions where energy is exchanged in quantized ways. An electron is not a tiny marble moving through emptiness; it is a recurring pattern of interaction within an electron field.

Even stability, from this perspective, is dynamic. Atoms exist only because competing processes balance each other precisely. A star exists only while nuclear fusion counteracts gravitational collapse. A mountain exists only because erosion is slower than the forces that built it. Nothing simply is. Everything holds together—for a while.

The universe, taken as a whole, is therefore not a thing with properties, but a history: a sequence of states related by lawful transformation. Asking “what the universe is” in the same way one asks what a chair is already assumes the wrong category.

Expansion Without an Outside

This process-based view becomes unavoidable when we consider cosmic expansion. The universe is not expanding into anything. There is no external space waiting to be filled. Rather, the distances between structures increase because the metric defining those distances changes.

This distinction matters. If the universe were an object in a larger space, we could meaningfully ask what lies beyond it. But if space itself is part of the process, then “outside the universe” is not merely unknown—it is undefined.

The universe does not sit somewhere. It is the totality of spatial relations that exist.

This also means that the universe does not have a fixed size, shape, or boundary in the ordinary sense. Its geometry evolves. Its large-scale structure emerges from initial conditions and physical laws, not from design or containment.

Laws as Descriptions, Not Commands

When we say the universe is governed by laws, we often imagine those laws as instructions imposed on matter from the outside—rules the universe “follows.” This is another leftover from object-based thinking.

Physical laws are not prescriptions. They are descriptions of regularities—patterns that hold across observed phenomena. They do not exist prior to the universe
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