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1

Rarely have a philosopher’s fortunes changed so drastically— and in 
so short a time— as those of Alfred North Whitehead (1861– 1947). Not fif-
teen years ago, his speculative metaphysics stood at the margins of con-
temporary thought, dismissed as a baroque exercise in an outworn philo-
sophical mode. But since the turn of the last century, his work has attracted 
the attention not only of a variety of philosophers but also of sociologists, 
new- media theorists, artists, and literary critics, all of whom have found it 
useful for addressing problems particular to their fields. As a result, one is 
now just as likely to see Whitehead invoked in discussions of artificial life 
or digital art as in theoretical debates about consciousness or subjectivity. 
This resurgence of interest has unfolded with such speed and from so many 
directions, however, that the full measure of Whitehead’s relevance for con-
temporary thought has yet to be taken. Why, after such a long period of ne-
glect, is Whitehead suddenly generating so much enthusiasm? What prob-
lems and concerns have called his propositions out of obscurity and put them 
to work in novel contexts?

To address such questions, this volume assembles writers working with-
in an array of disciplines to bring the concepts and techniques of White-
headian philosophy to bear on contemporary thought. The paths these 
thinkers have taken to and from Whitehead have no doubt been myriad, yet 
together they suggest some of the intellectual currents drawing new readers 
to Whitehead’s work: among them, a dissatisfaction with the epistemologi-
cal and anthropocentric limitations of “critique”; an effort to engage the 
unique efficacies of nonhuman forces; and an approach to conceptual 
construction that avoids both the correspondence model of truth and the 

I N T RODUCT IO N

An Adventure of Thought
Nicholas Gaskill and A. J. Nocek

The vitality of thought is in adventure. Ideas won’t keep. 
Something must be done about them.

— Alfred North Whitehead,  
The Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead
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free- for- all of relativism. In light of these concerns, Whitehead’s capacious 
metaphysical scheme, understood both as the result of a rigorous specula-
tive method and as a description of the world in terms of constructive pro-
cesses, has emerged as a genuine alternative to twentieth- century attempts 
to move beyond Kant. For whereas almost all such attempts proceed by 
turning from the transcendental subject to the wider conditions of human 
experience (such as being- in- the- world, history, or discourse), they none-
theless remain anthropocentric in their scope and “critical” in their meth-
ods. Whitehead’s philosophy, from this vantage point, has come to seem 
less a historical oddity and more a resource for reformulating many of the 
fundamental assumptions and approaches shaping humanistic and social 
scientific inquiry.1

The Lure of Whitehead seeks to clarify this renewed relevance and to 
stimulate its further development. To do so, it groups a range of engage-
ments with Whitehead’s work according to three primary tasks: offering a 
coherent description of experience against the divisions and judgments of 
modern philosophy; articulating a conceptual scheme capable of affirm-
ing genuine novelty; and proposing an ecological and nonanthropocentric 
framework for analysis. Under these broad headings the contributions below 
investigate a variety of topics, spanning debates about realism, technology, 
and the social, as well as experiments in education, computer science, and 
biology. This collection thus differs from previous “revivals” of Whitehead, 
which have been isolated instances launched within a specific tradition of 
scholarship, by channeling a groundswell of interest touching a variety 
of fields both inside and outside professional philosophy.2 The first section 
of our introduction will contextualize this developing interest by survey-
ing Whitehead’s reception in relation to the course of twentieth- century 
philosophy and to the concerns of the present. In the sections that follow, 
we will demonstrate the importance of Whitehead’s speculative technique 
by drawing attention both to his manner of thinking and to the particular 
conceptual tools he offers his readers, ending finally with a brief overview 
of the essays included below. Throughout, we will argue that the growing 
interest in Whitehead’s work should not be treated as a “return” but as a way 
forward, a way through and around the impasses of contemporary thought. 
And as a corollary to this, we will show that once Whitehead’s “philosophy 
of organism” is brought into contact with contemporary intellectual prac-
tices, both the philosophy and the practices are transformed.

Whitehead began his career as a mathematician, and it was in this capacity 
that he coauthored the three- volume Principia Mathematica (1910, 1912, 
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1913) with his former student Bertrand Russell. This work continues to 
stand as one of the landmarks of mathematical logic, a pillar of the attempt 
“to show that all pure mathematics follows from purely logical premises 
and uses only concepts definable in logical terms.”3 Yet Whitehead soon 
parted ways with the logical procedure that preoccupied Russell and his 
analytical colleagues and turned his attention to explaining how the enti-
ties of mathematical and scientific discourse (such as points, instants, and 
lines) achieve their practical relevance within the conceptual terrain intro-
duced by relativity theory and quantum mechanics. He pursued this topic 
in his early works on the philosophy of science and, in particular, on the 
challenges relativity posed to the “container” notion of space inherited from 
Newton.4 Then, in The Concept of Nature (1920), Whitehead hit upon a 
formulation that would eventually propel him into cosmological specula-
tion. In that work he presents the modern tendency to confuse the abstract 
entities of science with the concrete events of the universe as effecting a 
“bifurcation of nature” into two distinct realms— the really real world of 
primary qualities, molecules, and energy fields, and the only apparently 
real world of secondary qualities and sensory experiences, the embellish-
ments our minds make upon the world. Whitehead protested against this 
division as untenable and spent the rest of his career framing a system of 
thought capable of putting every aspect of experience— from the insights 
of science to the intimations of the poets— “in the same boat” (CN, 148). This 
task eventually led him beyond the interests of the philosophy of science 
and into the realm of metaphysics, first in Science and the Modern World 
(1925) and then, most spectacularly, in Process and Reality (1929). In this 
latter work, Whitehead elaborated a speculative scheme aimed at trans-
forming the habits of thought that supported the modern epoch’s “complex 
of bifurcations,” offering in the process powerful reformulations of nature, 
life, perception, and consciousness (PR, 290). Finally, in Adventures of Ideas 
(1933) and Modes of Thought (1938), he extended his metaphysical project— 
what he referred to as the philosophy of organism— into issues specific to 
human experience, with the result of prompting further revisions and 
elucidations of his broader system.

Whitehead developed his metaphysics while working in Harvard’s phi-
losophy department, which he joined after leaving University College Lon-
don in 1924. But despite his wide popularity in the 1920s and 1930s, his 
influence came to an abrupt halt around the time of his death in 1947. At 
Harvard, philosophers in the emerging analytic tradition balked at the un-
abashed metaphysics of their former colleague’s late work, even as they took 
up the (Russellian) contributions of the Principia in their aspirations to 
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scientific precision. More broadly, Wittgenstein’s influence tilted profes-
sional philosophy in England and America toward concerns with language 
and the philosophy of mind, and from this perspective Whitehead’s work 
appeared as dubious speculation based on naïve neglect of the linguistic 
and epistemological structuring of experience.5 Likewise, after the Second 
World War, European philosophers abandoned the once- popular meta-
physics of Bergson to pursue the phenomenology of Husserl and ultimately 
Heidegger. The latter figure towers over the tradition of what became known 
as “continental philosophy,” and though his dismissal of substance ontology 
in favor of the relational constitution of the world certainly resonates with 
Whitehead’s similar interventions, Heidegger’s suspicion of both metaphys-
ics and science as ontic abstractions made possible by a more primordial 
lived experience (Dasein) turned key constituents of Whitehead’s work into 
objects of derision.6 As a result, Whitehead remained largely unexamined 
by the postwar phenomenologists (Merleau- Ponty, Levinas, Nancy) and by 
the poststructuralists (Lacan, Derrida, Foucault), all of whom worked 
within a tradition wary of both metaphysical speculation and scientific 
certainty and concerned primarily with identifying the structuring condi-
tions of human experience, be they epistemological, intentional, linguistic, 
or political.

Given such a climate, it is no wonder that Whitehead fell by the wayside. 
He was too scientific for the “continentals,” not scientific enough for the 
“analytics,” and too metaphysical— which is to say uncritical— for them 
both. But we should note that these assessments were made from within 
the condition of modern thought that Whitehead spent his career combat-
ting: phenomenology, scientism, and all forms of critique parse the world into 
two halves— the “real” causal half and the “apparent” effected half. When ap-
proached through such critical disjunctions, a philosophy committed to the 
task of “coherence” and “sheer disclosure”  could only appear naïve.

But to say that Whitehead has been neglected since his death is to ignore 
his significant impact on American theology— an impact that, though in 
many ways productive, has done as much harm as good for the broader re-
ception of his thought. Indeed, until recently, Whitehead was known more 
for his descriptions of God than for his criticisms of Kant and epistemology. 
For the proponents of “process theology”— from Charles Hartshorne to John 
Cobb and David Ray Griffin— Whitehead’s emphasis on becoming and his 
description of God as being in constitutive relation with the evolving world 
offered a new way of framing the age- old problems of theodicy and the 
meaning of God’s love. Yet the particular appropriations of Whitehead’s 
thought are less important here than the style of Whiteheadian scholarship 
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that took shape among the theologians: a scholastic approach that empha-
sized textual explication and cast Whitehead as a rationalist system- builder. 
Thus, by the end of the century, Whitehead was known— if he was 
known— first and foremost as a theologian with an intimidatingly techni-
cal philosophy. The full sweep of his contribution and its relevance were 
left undeveloped.

Now, however, we are in the midst of a series of philosophical shifts that 
allow us to approach Whitehead’s work anew. At the most general level, these 
shifts follow from a dissatisfaction with the critical tradition inaugurated 
by Kant and developed, in different ways, by phenomenology, structural-
ism and poststructuralism, and literary and cultural theory, each of which 
limits philosophy to an elucidation of the conditions of knowledge or expe-
rience (in the transcendental subject, in our intentional orientation to a 
world, or in linguistic and historical constructions). Quentin Meillassoux 
groups these approaches under the banner of “correlationism”— “the idea ac-
cording to which we only ever have access to the correlation between thought 
and being, and never to either term considered apart from the other”— and 
his criticism of post- Kantianism in After Finitude has provided a rallying 
cry for writers interested in overcoming the “correlationist circle.”7 Though 
the thinkers referred to as “speculative realists,” “object- oriented ontolo-
gists,” and “new materalists” hold divergent positions, they arguably share 
the goal of thinking the world as it exists apart from human cognition, often 
to the end of describing material forces unregistered by previous forms of 
social critique and yet essential for addressing our own era of ecological 
crisis.8 In this task, many have found a rich resource in Whitehead’s meta-
physics. “Of all the great philosophers of the past century,” writes Graham 
Harman, “it is Whitehead who has done the most to free us from the con-
straints of the philosophy of human access to the world.”9

Similarly, within science studies, the brands of “constructivism” articu-
lated by Isabelle Stengers, Bruno Latour, and Donna Haraway— all of whom 
have been energized by an encounter with Whitehead— have long pursued 
the overcoming of Kantianism that Meillassoux advocates, but they have 
done so through a focus on the material practices of experimentation rather 
than on rationalist procedures. Accordingly, these scholars use Whitehead 
to account for the status of scientific knowledge as simultaneously “con-
structed” and “objective,” and in so doing, they have developed a powerful 
counterexample to the tradition of critique.10 Rather than demystify 
“constructions”— be they cultural, linguistic, historical, or psychological— 
Whitehead affirms them, not as hoaxes or pernicious plots, but as achieve-
ments that invent a particular way of engaging an environment.11 Stengers 
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in particular has shown how this approach promises to foster an “ecology 
of practices” within which the productions of the sciences— as well as of 
the humanities and other disciplines— might come to rely on one another, 
even nurture one another, without claiming for themselves exclusive ac-
cess to reality.

Even more than in her philosophy of science, Stengers has reinvigorated 
the contemporary understanding of Whitehead’s appeal with her monu-
mental study Penser avec Whitehead (2002; translated as Thinking with 
Whitehead in 2011), a work that dramatizes the originality of Whitehead’s 
philosophical constructions and reads him alongside Gilles Deleuze, Michel 
Foucault, and Étienne Souriau. This book has energized a long- standing but 
only recently pursued recognition of Deleuze’s own affinity for Whitehead, 
which he expressed by aligning his philosophy with “the two characteris-
tics by which Whitehead defined empiricism: the abstract does not explain 
but must itself be explained; and the aim is not to discover the eternal or the 
universal, but to find the conditions under which something new is pro-
duced.”12 The renewed inquiries into this philosophical friendship have not 
only brought continental styles of reading and thinking to Whitehead’s 
work but have also introduced Whiteheadian concepts (such as “prehen-
sions” and “concern”) into affect theory and posthumanism, fields widely 
influenced by Deleuze and Guattari. We are only now beginning to register 
the difference that Whitehead might make in these inquiries.13 This vol-
ume seeks to facilitate such developments by moving away from the earlier 
moment of enthusiastic comparison— a moment that produced important 
books connecting Whitehead to continental thinkers— and toward a fo-
cused investigation into Whitehead’s unique contributions and the inter-
disciplinary range of their relevance.14

In Process and Reality, Whitehead defines a proposition as a “lure for feel-
ing”: not a statement about the world to be judged true or false, not a tool 
for unveiling the truth behind appearances, but a possibility that draws 
those who entertain it into a different way of feeling their world (PR, 85). 
As such, he remarked more than once that “it is more important that a prop-
osition be interesting than that it be true”— more important that it ener-
gize and direct feeling than that it conform to some already established 
pattern in the data (PR, 259; see also AI, 244). What the above sketch of 
Whitehead’s reception shows us, then, is that after a period of long obscu-
rity, his propositions have suddenly become interesting: they are acting as 
a lure for a range of thinkers seeking a path beyond anthropocentrism and 
toward a mode of thought sensitive to the wider environments in which 
humans are entwined. And we can be certain that as Whitehead’s work has 
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been embraced by these new readers and addressed to these new problems, 
our very sense of his philosophical contribution has been altered— for as 
Whitehead noted, a proposition does not determine but lure, and its actu-
alization inevitably modifies its proposal. In this spirit, The Lure of White-
head seeks to render vivid the allure of this astounding thinker and, by 
bringing his methods and concepts to a wider readership, to foster unfore-
seen expansions and applications of this thought— new enticements, new 
transformations.

Whitehead’s Speculative Propositions

More so than any one of his concepts, it is Whitehead’s unique 
way of doing philosophy that promises a new direction for contemporary 
thought. Before turning to his conceptual scheme, then, or to the uses of 
his approach in the essays below, we will investigate the distinctive features 
of his philosophical technique. Whitehead characterizes his method of 
speculative philosophy as “descriptive generalization” (AI, 234). But his de-
scriptions are not meant to reveal some hitherto unnoticed element, as with 
the physicist’s particle or Bergson’s durée, each of which indicates a new 
 vision of the universe, a “view- from- nowhere.” Rather, they are imagina-
tive constructions aimed at transforming our modes of thought, the habits 
of attention and interest that shape our engagements with the world. As 
such, Whitehead’s propositions address our manner of thinking “in the 
way a tool addresses our modes of action,” adjusting the relation between 
“those who act and  .  .  . that on which they act, by redistributing what is 
proposed as doable or not doable.”15 No wonder, then, that for Whitehead 
“philosophy is akin to poetry”: its descriptions are carefully constructed 
utterances (poesis) “requiring a leap of the imagination”— lures for feeling, 
and by extension for thought and action, rather than dogmatic statements of 
the world as it must be (PR, 13).

How, then, does Whitehead go about building his concepts? In Process 
and Reality, he famously likens the “true method of discovery” in philoso-
phy to “the flight of an aeroplane”: “It starts from the ground of particular 
observation; it makes a flight in the thin air of imaginative generalization; 
and it again lands for renewed observation rendered acute by rational in-
terpretation” (PR, 5). This approach stands in stark opposition to the tech-
niques of introspection, positivistic observation, or any methodology that 
asks us to put aside theory or abstraction and see the world directly. For as 
Whitehead remarks, “we habitually observe by the method of difference”; 
that is, we notice what is not always there and base our observations on an 
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unobserved yet operative set of selections (PR, 4). Metaphysics breaks this 
habit through “the method of imaginative rationalization” whereby “thought 
supplies the differences which direct observation lacks” and so enables “fac-
tors which are constantly present” to “yet be observed” (PR, 5). Rather than 
eliminate abstractions in order to attain direct access to the world, White-
head contributes new concepts to draw our attention to what is exemplified 
in all experiences. The notions that Whitehead invents are therefore gen-
eral notions— which is to say they are generic. They do not derive their au-
thority from privileged cases— such as scientific observation or subjective 
experience— but are inclusive to the point that “we can never catch the ac-
tual world taking a holiday from their sway” (PR, 4).

But this process of imaginative additions is never complete; indeed White-
head insists that “in philosophical discussion, the merest hint of dogmatic 
certainty as to finality of statement is an exhibition of folly” (PR, xiv). How-
ever, fallibilism does not preclude progress, and Whitehead presents his 
efforts as an ongoing adventure of speculative creation and subsequent ad-
justment made in light of the airplane’s “landing” in experience. “Every sci-
ence must devise its own instruments,” he writes, and since the “tool re-
quired for philosophy is language,” “philosophy redesigns language in the 
same way that, in a physical science, pre- existing appliances are redesigned” 
(PR, 11). The method of imaginative rationalization thus provides concep-
tual and linguistic lenses aimed at introducing new “differences” invisible to 
our habitual ways of observing, new contrasts that modify our sense of what 
matters. Philosophy (as akin to poetry) involves inventing and continually 
adjusting these lenses.

Already we should note a crucial difference between Whitehead’s ap-
proach and the Kantian and post- Kantian traditions, captured in the dis-
tinction between a transcendental condition and a problematic con-
straint. Even though Whitehead repeatedly acknowledges the limitations 
of language— describing it as “elliptical,” “incomplete and fragmentary”— 
he never despairs that the linguistic medium poses insurmountable barri-
ers to what philosophy can investigate (PR, 13; AI, 226). He instead treats 
language as a tool capable of recalibration, just as our conventional modes 
of perception are adjusted through speculative construction. Whitehead 
thus calls for philosophers to experiment with their linguistic expressions, 
knowing full well that metaphysical statements will tax even our most in-
grained commonsense notions and the grammatical habits that support 
them.16

Likewise, Whitehead refuses to countenance any absolute barrier to 
thought, any transcendental condition that would render certain features 
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of experience intrinsically beyond our intellectual horizon. For him, as 
Stengers explains in her chapter on Process and Reality, rationality and 
consciousness are adventures of hope and not “the sad tale of discovering 
our limitations and illusions.” And yet this lack of an absolute limit condi-
tioning our philosophical speculation does not imply that there are no 
limits or constraints on metaphysical construction: it is just that these con-
straints are specific to particular problems, not features of thought as 
such. They are tied to the task at hand. Thus, directly after describing the 
airplane’s flight, Whitehead insists that “the conditions for the success 
of imaginative construction must be rigidly adhered to”— not out of rever-
ence for our finite conditions but out of a commitment to particular prob-
lems (PR, 5).17

We will soon consider the nature of the constraints on Whitehead’s meta-
physical construction, noting both their empirical and rationalist compo-
nents, but first we must examine what allows these constraints to be 
specified at all: the formulation of a problem. Indeed, this is a fundamental 
tenet of Whitehead’s approach and one of the primary lures he offers for 
contemporary thought: that no claim to knowledge be separated from the 
problem it attempts to solve and the means invented to solve it. This doc-
trine, as it is developed and enacted in his metaphysical writing, will guide 
our own interpretation of Whitehead’s propositions as themselves forged 
in relation to a particular problem— namely, that posed by the modern 
habit of allowing certain knowledge- claims to step beyond their relevant 
domains and thereby eliminate the real values and achievements available 
in other modes of experience. Such is the habit that produces the “bifurca-
tion of nature” protested in The Concept of Nature and that is identified as 
“the fallacy of misplaced concreteness” in Science and the Modern World. 
To grasp the nature of Whitehead’s constructions, then, we must first con-
sider his description of the problems they address.

When Whitehead diagnoses the fallacy of misplaced concreteness as “the 
expression of more concrete facts under the guise of very abstract logical 
constructions,” he does not lament it as a necessary effect of our cognitive 
operations; instead, he treats it as an “accidental error,” a fallacy that we 
might learn to avoid (SMW, 51). And as the method of imaginative ratio-
nalization suggests, the way to avoid this error is not to subtract thought, 
thereby arriving at the concrete via more intuitive routes, but rather to add 
abstractions that can account for the abstracting process by which thought 
arrives at its claims. “You cannot think without abstractions,” Whitehead 
explains; “accordingly, it is of the utmost importance to be vigilant in criti-
cally revising your modes of abstraction.” As “the critic of abstractions,” 
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then, philosophy’s task is not to attack abstractions but to manage them, 
even care for them, by preventing any one of them from being mistaken as 
more concrete or exhaustive than it is (SMW, 59). The problem, in other 
words, comes when what has been drawn out (an abstraction) is treated as 
what has grown together (the concrete), rather than as the result of a selec-
tive process. The evidence of such errors abounds. For instance, in White-
head’s own day, the descriptions proposed by Euclid and Newton, once 
thought to be exhaustive of their respective domains, were shown to apply 
only to a rather limited set of phenomena. Or, to take an example still very 
much with us, when the abstractions suitable for describing physical sys-
tems are used to account for our qualitative and purposive lives, all that 
fails to fit within the materialist abstractions is treated as epiphenomenal. 
(“Scientists animated by the purpose of proving that they are purposeless 
constitute an interesting subject for study,” Whitehead once wrote [FR, 
12].) In each case, the point is not to replace one abstraction with another 
but instead to learn how to guard the abstractions we inevitably use: “New-
ton’s formulae were not false,” Whitehead remarks; “they were unguard-
edly stated” (FR, 42– 43). For this reason, “the criticism of a theory does not 
start from the question, True or false? It consists in noting its scope of use-
ful application and its failure beyond that scope.” Before being criticized, 
each theory “is an unguarded statement of a partial truth” (AI, 221; see 
also SMW, 17).

Whitehead worried that our educational methods only exacerbated the 
mix of narrowed vision and hubristic assertion associated with misplaced 
concreteness. In particular, he lamented the “method of training profes-
sionals” whereby advanced students are trained “to specialize in particular 
regions of thought” dealing with “a certain type of facts, abstracted from 
the complete circumstances in which they occur” (SMW, 196, 17). Already 
a prevalent trend in Whitehead’s day, this segmentation of knowledge- 
production has increased significantly with the emergence of technosci-
ence in the last fifty years. And though it has produced impressive results— 
witness the achievements of the ever- proliferating range of technological 
and scientific subfields in recent decades— the general effect on our intel-
lectual climate has been deleterious. In particular, this mode of training 
“produces minds in a groove,” inattentive to all that lies outside of that 
groove. When a professional sticks to his or her set of abstractions, “the re-
mainder of life is treated superficially, with the imperfect categories of 
thought derived from one profession” (SMW, 197). In some ways, we might 
see the “science wars” of the 1990s as a sad illustration of this professional 
situation.18 Each side had its groove, and because they both used their own 
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abstractions to dismiss those of the other, the achievements of each prac-
tice were pitted against one another, offered as an either/or, rather than 
guarded within an “‘ecology’ of abstraction” (TWW, 141). Thankfully, the 
battle cries of that war are mostly behind us; indeed, if anything, twenty- 
first century humanists seem as excited about scientific achievements as 
their late- twentieth- century counterparts were suspicious.19 But such a re-
versal can nonetheless be an instance of the same general mistake, and 
Whitehead’s injunction to guard our abstractions is just as relevant for 
the emerging debates around the digital humanities and cognitive or evo-
lutionary approaches to culture as it was for the arguments of an earlier 
generation.

The modern mode of abstraction and the institutional formations that 
sustain it thus form the problem that guides Whitehead in his articulation 
of the requirements constraining metaphysical construction. His goal in 
Process and Reality is to create conceptual tools that both facilitate and ex-
emplify a new manner of thought, one that avoids the “chief error in philoso-
phy” (“overstatement”) and the “chief danger to philosophy” (“narrowness 
in the selection of evidence”) by constructing a fully general habit of mind 
(PR, 7, 337). Whitehead calls this “condition for the success of imaginative 
construction” the “requirement of coherence”: nothing in experience can be 
ignored, no achievement reduced to the explanations provided by the ab-
stractions of an unrelated groove (PR, 6). This of course does not mean that 
an abstraction from one field may not prove useful for another, only that 
when such a transference is accomplished, the abstraction must be active-
ly related to the problems and constraints of the new practice and not 
simply imposed as a verdict from on high. By respecting the requirement 
of coherence, philosophy thus performs its service as the critic of abstrac-
tions, facilitating mobility among specialized practices by generalizing 
under specific constraints: “An active school of philosophy is quite as im-
portant for the locomotion of ideas,” Whitehead writes, “as is an active 
school of railway engineers for the locomotion of fuel” (SMW, 59). To build 
connections among practices rather than to treat one practice as the “ex-
press train” to Reality is the goal of coherence, and to accomplish this goal, 
philosophy must guard against the exaggerations associated with mis-
placed concreteness by considering all of the evidence given in experience. 
Whitehead’s inclusiveness is often astounding: “Philosophy may not ne-
glect the multifariousness of the world— the fairies dance, and Christ is 
nailed to the cross” (PR, 338).

A world in which the fairies dance is not a world familiar to those who 
pursue the powerful intellectual operations known as “critique.” Indeed, 
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Whitehead offers this vivid injunction as a challenge to those who would 
too quickly parse the world into really real causes (say, the biological, psy-
chological, or sociological determinants of religious experience) and their 
secondary effects. Here we can note the sharp difference in tone between 
critical and constructivist approaches: where the former proceeds by unveil-
ing and demystifying, pulling away the epiphenomenal surface to expose 
the real forces beneath, the latter constructs concepts that draw our atten-
tion to how particular experiences are produced and maintained, to how 
and when they matter. One subtracts, the other adds. And though these two 
methods share a number of general techniques, their difference— critique 
as denunciatory and suspicious, constructivism as creative and affirmative— 
nonetheless produces a variance in procedure: for a constructivist approach 
resists the temptation to describe a construction in its own familiar terms 
(the terms of its particular “groove”) and thereby dismiss the particular 
values attainable outside of its sphere. Instead, it introduces a new contrast 
between experiences that makes their divergence from one another a matter 
of interest and concern, something to be explored by articulating “the 
means invented” and the “authorities invoked” to produce particular con-
structions.20 When thinking with Whitehead, the goal is to guard, not to 
disregard, our abstractions. And for this reason, Whitehead insists, “phi-
losophy destroys its usefulness when it indulges in brilliant feats of explain-
ing away” (PR, 17).21

Consider this example: according to Whitehead, one of the most persis-
tent and pernicious instances of misplaced concreteness in modern phi-
losophy has been the mistake of treating our clear and distinct perceptual 
experience as the best means for disclosing the fundamental nature of real-
ity (MT, 132– 33). The troubles multiply when the perceiving subject is con-
ceived on the model of Aristotelian subject- predicate logic, as it is by Des-
cartes; in that case, the subject needs only itself to exist, and all modifications 
(including the deliverances of sense- perception) come through the media-
tion of universals. The result is that what one sees (colors, shapes, etc.) must 
be linked to the world outside of the subject through an act of judgment 
that in turn must be secured, usually through the beneficence of God or, for 
Hume, the introduction of habit. “We find ourselves in a buzzing world, 
amid a democracy of fellow creatures,” Whitehead remarks; “whereas, under 
some disguise or other, orthodox philosophy can only introduce us to soli-
tary substances, each enjoying illusory experience: ‘O Bottom, thou art 
changed! what do I see on thee?’” (PR, 50). To wake from this midsummer 
night’s dream, and so to restore a sense of reality in our perceptual experi-



 INTRODUCTION 13

ence, Whitehead protests the exclusive reliance on sense- perception and 
follows William James (whose image of the “buzzing world” he invokes 
above) in calling for “the re- instatement of the vague to its proper place in 
our mental life.”22 And like James, Whitehead does not seek simply to over-
turn clarity by putting vagueness in its place; instead, he introduces a new 
contrast between “perception in the mode of presentational immediacy” 
(i.e., the sensa) and “perception in the mode of causal efficacy” (the vaguely 
felt process by which the past enters into the constitution of the present) 
meant to turn our attention to how these modes diverge, combine, and 
gain relevance in relation to particular questions about knowledge and ex-
perience.23 When addressing the exaggerations of past philosophers, then, 
Whitehead does not dismiss their concepts without trying first to find their 
proper sphere of application, guarding them by placing them within a wider 
conceptual scheme.

As this example suggests, metaphysical construction requires more than 
the rationalist constraints of logic and coherence (in this case, the need to 
include both the distinct and the vague in a noncontradictory way); the 
speculative flight must always return to experience, tested through the dif-
ference it makes for particular practices. Without such a check, philosoph-
ic generalization runs the risk of exaggerating, of explaining away experi-
ences it fails to consider. A system is therefore coherent only to the extent 
that it is also “applicable” and “adequate”: the former demands that any given 
experience be interpretable in terms of the scheme, and the latter requires 
that “all related experience must exhibit the same texture” (PR, 4). White-
head thus insists on the “interplay of thought and practice”— the rhythm 
of philosophical creation and verification— as “the test by which the char-
latanism of speculation is restrained.” “The supreme authority of the spec-
ulative flight is that it issues in the establishment of a practical technique 
for well- attested ends,” Whitehead writes, adding that the “speculative sys-
tem” must also provide “the elucidation of that technique” (FR, 64– 65). Veri-
fication here concerns the scheme’s ability to modify a practice, to change 
the habits of thought involved in our interpretation of experience. For this 
reason it does not refer to an extraphilosophical method of detection where-
by one of Whitehead’s descriptions might be “proven,” as if they were the 
matters- of- fact proposed by scientific practice rather than metaphysical gen-
eralities. Put simply, the only way that Whitehead’s scheme could be verified 
by science would be if individual scientists, in adopting the scheme, began to 
interpret their own activities and productions differently— for instance, 
if  they refrained from claiming exclusive access to reality and instead 
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experimented with the efficacy of their abstractions as abstractions, guarded 
within their spheres of relevance.

Keeping in mind both the entwined rationalist and empiricist con-
straints and the harmful habit of thought to which they respond, we can 
now return to Whitehead’s insistence that “it is more important that a 
proposition be interesting than that it be true” (PR, 259). In fact, White-
head holds that “any scheme of philosophic categories” considered “as one 
complex assertion” and held to the “logician’s alternative, true or false,” 
will always be found false. “The scheme is true with unformulated qualifi-
cations, exceptions, limitations, and new interpretations in terms of more 
general notions”; it is a tentative presentation, as yet insufficiently guard-
ed. But this in no way detracts from its efficacy, since the scheme is not 
meant to conform to a world “out there” but instead to provide “a matrix 
from which true propositions applicable to our particular circumstances 
can be derived” (PR, 8). The ambition of imaginative generalization is to 
discover “new generalities” that “add to the fruitfulness of those already 
known” and thus “lifts into view . . . new possibilities of combination” (AI, 
235; see also PR, 17).

To modify the familiar language of logic, then, we might say that for a 
speculative proposition, the form is not “S is P” but rather “S could be P”: it 
is a lure for feeling that, if entertained in “our particular circumstances,” 
creates new possibilities for thought and action. The togetherness of “S and 
P” is thus proposed as realizable— a set of “particular facts [S] in a poten-
tial pattern [P]”— and the function of such propositions is to introduce the 
space for entertaining alternatives in experience (PR, 194). With regard to 
metaphysical propositions, which must be general, the potential pattern 
must relate “any and every set of logical subjects” in such a way that its 
truth- value is uniform— that is, “identical with the truth- value of each of 
the singular propositions to be obtained by restricting the application 
of the predicate to any one set of logical subjects” (PR, 197). What matters, 
then, is the uniformity of the pattern, and not whether it conforms to the 
world as disclosed through our habitual modes of observation (the meth-
od of difference). Thus, for Whitehead, philosophy balances “speculative 
boldness” with humility before the unfathomable richness of experience 
to provide “a restraint upon specialists, and also an enlargement of their 
imaginations” (PR, 17). His propositions lure us, not into the kind of hu-
bris authorized by a totalizing worldview, but instead toward a different way 
of being interested in, of paying attention to, and of engaging with what 
experience offers.
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Lures for Feeling: Whitehead’s Categoreal Scheme

Whitehead presents his metaphysical categories as “tentative formula-
tions of the ultimate generalities,” not as “dogmatic statements of the obvi-
ous” (PR, 8). Indeed, one of the peculiar features of Process and Reality— 
something that threatens to deter so many first- time readers— is that it 
begins with a cryptically condensed “scheme” of concepts that Whitehead 
then tests against the evidence of experience, reformulating and adding as he 
goes (PR, xii).24 The essays in this volume continue the work of experiment-
ing with these concepts, altering and adapting them to address particular 
problems, often in areas Whitehead could not have foreseen. Yet before we 
follow the modifications of the scheme prompted by these new inquiries, we 
must first present the generalizations Whitehead offers in Process and Reali-
ty, along with an account of how he came to formulate them. For although 
his concepts may seem strange— and certainly counter to what passes as 
common sense— they were created in an effort to revise our most fundamen-
tal intellectual dispositions.

Whitehead begins his scheme by naming creativity as the “Category of 
the Ultimate.” An “ultimate” here does not signify a permanent horizon for 
thought, a barrier beyond which our intelligence cannot penetrate; nor does 
it refer to an eminent reality. Rather, it specifies the exact nature of the prob-
lem that spurs Whitehead to philosophical construction, and it signals, at 
the very start, the obligations that will constrain his thinking. As we have 
already noted, the problem proper to an empirical metaphysics is that of 
describing the generalities exemplified in every experience; it is the problem 
of putting everything “in the same boat,” against the bifurcations of the 
modern epoch. In Process and Reality, Whitehead approaches this problem 
by designating as the “ultimate metaphysical principle” the creative activity 
that transforms the disjunctive “many” of the universe (the multiplicity of 
existing entities) into one novel entity (those many in conjunction) that is 
then added to the disjunctive many. Through creativity, then, Whitehead 
transforms a long- standing philosophical dualism into the very rhythm of 
the universe: “The many become one, and are increased by one” (PR, 21). 
And when this rhythm is affirmed, all that exists must be approached as 
creatures of creativity, which synthesize the many in their various and spe-
cific ways. In this manner, Whitehead attempts a fully general proposition 
that transforms metaphysical description into the specification of how each 
entity exemplifies creativity, a task that will be applied equally to all we en-
counter in experience. How and not why: for as the ultimate, creativity can-
not be questioned without changing the problem (see TWW, 254– 59).
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As the “ultimate notion of the highest generality at the base of actuality,” 
creativity “cannot be characterized, because all characters are more special 
than itself” (PR, 31). In fact, it is only actual “in virtue of its accidents,” the 
actual occasions that express how the many are composed into this novel 
one (PR, 7). To describe how this highest metaphysical generality functions, 
then, Whitehead populates his scheme with an almost baffling array of 
“more special” categories, including eight Categories of Existence, twenty- 
seven Categories of Explanation, and nine Categoreal Obligations, all of 
which presuppose the Category of the Ultimate. In particular, he requires 
concepts for the process by which the many become one (concrescence) 
and for the singular entities that are both the process and the product of 
this creative activity (actual entities). And he must also describe the bonds 
that assemble the many into the one (prehensions), the potential forms of 
definiteness that are actualized in this process (eternal objects), the real 
modes of togetherness that constitute the enduring objects of our experi-
ence (nexūs, societies), and the feature of actuality that accounts for how 
the disjunctive many can form not only a new unity but a relevant and 
orderly one (God). What’s more, all of these notions, and many others be-
sides, must mutually presuppose one another if the system is to be coher-
ent (PR, 3).

As the “accidents” of creativity’s rhythms, actual entities (or actual occa-
sions) are “drops of experience, complex and interdependent”: singular units 
of creative process that require reference to the “many” they synthesize to 
be understood as the “ones” that they are (PR, 18). With this concept, White-
head aims to lure his readers away from the entrenched habit of imagining 
the fundamental realities as self- sufficient substances undergoing adven-
tures of change and qualification. He thus offers as “the final facts” entities 
that (a) are what they are by virtue of the way they relate to all the other 
entities in their world and (b) do not change but rather become and exist 
through the conditions they lay on successive becomings (temporal atomi-
city) (PR, 18). To think with actual occasions, then, means to leave behind 
all of our commonsense notions of individuality, especially those that 
would treat the final facts as the abstractions of physical science, as the life-
less stuff of a material universe. For the activity through which an actual 
occasion forms its determinate bonds with the many is that of feeling or, 
more precisely, prehension, and such a bond is, through and through, pur-
poseful and emotional. As such, the most general description of an actual 
occasion is that it is a feeling of its world, where “feeling” is deployed in its 
full ambiguity as denoting both a process and a product. And this feeling, 
understood in all of its relations and manners of relating, is a fully concrete 
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fact that stands as its own reason, its own source of value: “there is no going 
behind actual entities to find anything more real” (PR, 18). To “search for a 
reason,” then, “is to search for one or more actual entities,” and Whitehead 
terms this insistence that “actual entities are the only reasons,” the ontologi-
cal principle (PR, 24; see also PR, 19).

An actual entity can be analyzed in terms of its component prehensions, 
acts of appropriating the disjunctive many into the self- constitution of the 
concrescent occasion (PR, 23, 219). Prehensions thus perform a crucial 
role in the philosophy of organism’s revision of individuality: they specify 
the “concrete facts of relatedness” through which one actual occasion is in 
another (see PR, 7, 48– 49, 56). These relations are properly metaphysical— 
that is, they apply to every occasion of experience. Therefore, they cannot 
be conceived on the model of a conscious perception but must instead be 
understood as a general activity that may, given the specific manner of ap-
propriation in a particular occasion, be labeled conscious, intellectual, af-
fective, sensory, and so on. Whitehead lists three components of all pre-
hensions: an object felt, a subject feeling, and a manner of feeling (called 
the subjective form), all of which are functional aspects of the prehension 
rather than hard ontological categories (see PR, 23). The subject of one pre-
hension will, by the rhythm of creativity, be an object of another. Further-
more, the subject does not preexist the feeling but, paradoxically, is produced 
by the feelings: “the feelings aim at the feeler” and “the feeler is the unity 
emergent from its own feelings” (PR, 222, 88).25 On the other hand, the ob-
jectified actual entity does preexist the feeling— and for this reason con-
ditions the feeling through its provocative power— but the prehension 
appropriates only a limited perspective of the past entity, not the entity in 
its full concreteness. This last point is crucial for Whitehead’s realism: if 
one occasion is really in another, then the perspective objectified is that 
of the object, not of the subject. It is a perspective of, not on, the object. 
But we must not confuse the conditioning power of the object with the 
power to determine. Every prehension feels its object with a particular 
subjective form that ensures that the manner of appropriation refers to 
the decision of the subject and not merely the force of the object (PR, 47, 
85– 86). In this way, Whitehead seeks to invert the Kantian account of ex-
perience as a constructive functioning productive of the objective world: 
“For Kant, the world emerges from the subject; for the philosophy of organ-
ism, the subject emerges from the world” (PR, 88). Thus, “the philosophy of 
organism aspires to construct a critique of pure feeling, in the philosophical 
position in which Kant put his Critique of Pure Reason” (PR, 113; see also 
PR, 154– 56).26
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The subjective form of a prehension specifies the particular manner of 
feeling in this occasion by selecting from an infinite range of potential 
ways of feeling, from the “forms of definiteness” available for actualization. 
Whitehead calls these “Pure Potentials for the Specific Determination of 
Fact,” or eternal objects, in order to emphasize that their existence is not 
exhaustively defined in terms of their realizations in temporal entities (PR, 
22). The redness of a rose, the circularity of a circle, the bravery of an act: 
these are potentialities that characterize many actual occasions without 
being exclusively tied to any one of them. In Whitehead’s processual 
cosmos, these “forms” are not adjectives appended to Being, but rather ad-
verbs qualifying the activity of the universe: they express how one occasion 
functions in another (PR, 50). When an actual occasion realizes an eternal 
object in its prehension of a datum— either physically, when the eternal 
object has been realized in a past occasion, or conceptually, when the eter-
nal object remains unrealized— Whitehead says that the eternal object has 
ingression in that occasion. Yet we must be careful here, for although ac-
tual experience testifies to the ingression of eternal objects, these forms of 
definiteness cannot be said to appear in experience as such. Our experi-
ence is of actuality; it is of this feeling or that occasion. Eternal objects, on 
the other hand, are pure potentials; they refer to any experience or some 
feelings (PR, 114; see also TWW, 412). Therefore, the efficacy of eternal 
objects does not depend on our “discovering” them in their naked state; 
rather, it turns on their success in luring us toward a coherent description 
of and engagement with the actual world, apart from which eternal ob-
jects do not exist.27

Using the concepts of the actual entity, prehensions, and eternal ob-
jects, we can now provide a more exact description of the concrescence, or 
the growing- together of a concrete occasion that synthesizes the disjunc-
tive many into a novel one. Though this process is atomic— actual occa-
sions come “totally or not at all,” to borrow a phrase from William James— 
Whitehead distinguishes a series of “phases” through which a concrescence 
might be analyzed; in this way, he suggests how the generic process of cre-
ativity gives rise to such a bewildering variety of creatures.28 Each new oc-
casion gets its start by prehending the provocations of past occasions. 
These primary feelings— which are conformal in relation to what is felt— 
generate a vague and important sense of the occasion’s inheritance from 
the past and, as such, provide the basis for our intuition of causality. They 
constitute the physical pole of an occasion, and they are met, in successive 
phases of concrescence, by the conceptual prehensions that make up the 
mental pole. “Conceptual” here does not imply consciousness (PR, 85). 
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Rather, a conceptual prehension has an eternal object as its datum, and 
so the mental pole consists in the definition of how the confused inheri-
tance of the past will be integrated as this occasion. As Whitehead writes, 
“each actuality is essentially bipolar, physical and mental, and the physical 
inheritance is essentially accompanied by a conceptual reaction partly 
conformed to it, and partly introductory of a relevant novel contrast, but 
always introducing emphasis, valuation, and purpose” (PR, 108). The ad-
ditions of the mental pole can propose any number of strategies for 
 unifying the physical data: discordant feelings may be relegated to the 
background, weakened in intensity, cancelled out, or subsumed under a co-
ordinating contrast. It is in the integration of the two poles that the occa-
sion forms its determinate bonds with the many and thus becomes what it 
is: a complex feeling, or satisfaction, that takes its place among the condi-
tioning multiplicity and contributes to the transition provoking yet an-
other occasion.29

Each satisfaction, as a creature of creativity, is a novel synthesis; its 
mental reaction effects the creation of a new concrete fact. But if conceptual 
prehensions have eternal objects as their data, and if there is an infinity of 
eternal objects, then how does the occasion manage to sort through “un-
fathomable possibility” to realize a form of definiteness that is not just novel 
but relevant, one that will extend and contribute to the intensity it finds in 
the universe (SWM, 174)? Whitehead insists that everything has to be some-
where in the actual world; according to the ontological principle, “there is 
nothing which floats into the world from nowhere,” and so everything that 
exists is either an actual occasion or one of its components (PR, 244). Thus, 
if there is an unrealized possibility that becomes relevant in a concrescence, 
then it must be part of the internal constitution of a nontemporal actuality 
(PR, 32). Whitehead terms this nontemporal actuality the primordial nature 
of God. Far from suggesting a transcendent deity, Whitehead’s God thus 
names an immanent characteristic of the cosmos that allows us to describe 
the self- evident facts of order and novelty that characterize our experience 
without appealing to a force outside of actuality.30 The details of this contro-
versial concept— and of Whitehead’s adventure in constructing it— will be 
examined in some of the essays in this book. For now, we need only to em-
phasize that God’s primordial valuation of eternal objects does not prede-
termine what an occasion will be. Instead, it proposes an initial subjective 
aim as a lure for conceptual prehension, leaving to the decision of the con-
crescent occasion how it will modify this aim in the course of its becom-
ing. God contributes an aim, not a fate or even a plan. Moreover, because 
“God is not to be treated as an exception to all metaphysical principles” but 



20 NICHOL AS GASKILL AND A . J. NOCEK

instead as “their chief exemplification,” Whitehead must offer an account 
of God’s own concrescence such that it situates both God and the World as 
coherently integrated aspects of the scheme (PR, 343). Whitehead accom-
plishes this by characterizing divine experience in terms of a pole reversal: 
where occasions begin through physical feelings that are modified through 
the introduction of conceptual feelings, God begins as a primordial valua-
tion of eternal objects and is modified by his physical feelings of the world. 
That is, just as the occasion physically prehends God’s conceptual experi-
ence, so too, as Whitehead specifies in the fifth part of Process and Reality, 
does God physically prehend the conceptual complex of the achieved satis-
faction. God’s physical experience is termed his consequent nature, and it 
enables Whitehead to put God and the World in mutual requirement, as 
twinned expressions of “the ultimate metaphysical ground, the creative ad-
vance into novelty” (PR, 349).

So far we have spoken of the atomic units of creativity and the entities 
constructed to analyze them. But if Whitehead hopes to transform our ex-
perience through its coherent interpretation, then he cannot rest satisfied 
with metaphysical redescription (e.g., the claim that the universe is popu-
lated with actual occasions instead of subjects and objects); he must also 
account for how actual occasions provide sufficient reason for what it is we 
encounter in our experience. Otherwise, he would not only fail with re-
spect to the ontological principle (which insists that “actual entities are 
the only reasons”), but would also render his system incoherent, since the 
 enduring objects of our perception would then be “explain[ed] away,” and 
philosophy would have once again “destroy[ed] its usefulness” (PR, 19). To 
this end, Whitehead offers the related concepts of nexūs and societies. “Ac-
tual occasions,” he explains, “involve each other by reason of their prehen-
sions of each other,” and thus there are “real facts of togetherness of actual 
entities,” which Whitehead terms nexūs (PR, 20). In the concrescence of a 
new occasion, these facts of togetherness constitute the orderliness in the 
subject’s actual world and conditions what that occasion can or cannot be-
come. This order, in turn, is necessary for the realization of intensity in the 
satisfaction, where intensity is understood as involving a balance between 
order and disorder, width and depth of feeling.31 By Whitehead’s account, 
the most general characterization of an actual entity’s aim is its singular at-
tempt to achieve in concrescence the maximum amount of intensity avail-
able to it. In fact, the drive of the universe is toward such intensity, and 
God’s lure for each occasion, as well as the Categoreal Obligations of con-
crescence, are Whitehead’s ways of including this cosmological tendency 
in his scheme.
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The aim at intensity, with its corollary emphasis on degrees of order and 
disorder in the actual world, sets the stage for Whitehead’s notion of a soci-
ety, a notion that accounts for the particular mode of togetherness that 
characterizes the objects of our perception. When the occasions in a nexus 
share a common characteristic (i.e., a complex eternal object) by virtue 
of their prehensions of one another, then the nexus is said to have social 
order. A social environment is thus generated out of the transmission of a 
shared eternal object among each occasion in a nexus, which serves the 
function of knitting those entities together through “positive feelings” of a 
“common element” (see PR, 34, 90). Social order persists so long as the mem-
bers continue to impose this transmission on one another.32 These mutual 
prehensions create the conditions for greater intensity as they coordinate 
the narrow depth facilitated by the shared eternal object with the variety 
provided by the many different occasions involved.33 As such, Whitehead’s 
rich description of societies does not impose another bifurcation— one be-
tween “really real” actual occasions and merely apparent societies— because 
societies arise immanently from the bonds that occasions impose upon each 
other in order to generate greater intensity of satisfaction for themselves and 
for the future. Both constructions, occasions and societies, are required if 
the constraint of creativity is to be capable of modifying how we regard our 
experience.

The components of Whitehead’s metaphysical scheme cannot be sepa-
rated from the speculative method that produced them, both because 
Whitehead’s constructivism demands that the products be tied to the pro-
cess and because his description of experience includes within it the means 
to account for the construction of that scheme. In this regard, it is signifi-
cant that Whitehead includes propositions among the Categories of Exis-
tence, not as their linguistic expression— Whitehead insists that linguistic 
formulations never exhaustively convey their propositions— but as hybrid 
entities linking a set of actual occasions with a complex eternal object, a 
datum for feeling that introduces a space of hesitation, a possibility for feel-
ing the world otherwise. What this means is that highly complex, human 
propositions, such as metaphysical propositions, are grounded in a much 
wider account of the conditions for being lured by possible, and not neces-
sarily actual, values in perceptual experience. And if the motivation be-
hind Whitehead’s propositions is, as we have seen, to address our modes of 
abstraction, then it is worth noting how thoroughly the metaphysical cat-
egories just described revise our notions of the concrete, the abstract, and 
the relation between them. To begin, Whitehead treats them as phases of 
process: just as the universe pulses from object to subject to object (as the 
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many become one and are increased by one), so, too, does it swing from the 
abstract to the concrete and back to abstraction. This is because the very 
definition of the concrescence, or the becoming- concrete, involves the pro-
cess of abstraction, whereby one occasion is objectified in another. As 
Whitehead writes in Symbolism, “‘objectification’ itself is abstraction; since 
no actual thing is ‘objectified’ in its ‘formal’ completeness” (S, 25). This 
means that the concrete is always being produced; it is not something sta-
ble or eminently real from which the abstract processes of thinking (or of 
building a speculative scheme) separate us. To the contrary, the role of ab-
straction/objectification in the concrescence assures us that our thinking 
is a part of nature rather than an alien entity: “Abstraction expresses na-
ture’s mode of interaction and is not merely mental. When it abstracts, 
thought is merely conforming to nature— or rather, it is exhibiting itself as 
an element in nature” (S, 25). Our thinking becomes concrete when it as-
sembles the data with as many constructive contrasts and relations as pos-
sible. And so Whitehead’s aim of coherence is embedded in the very scheme: 
his speculative adventure seeks not to recover concreteness but to achieve 
it, by adjusting our modes of abstraction.

Speculation beyond the Bifurcation

The essays included in this volume continue the ongoing work of 
speculative construction, launching further into the heights of imaginative 
rationalization and pulling down the concepts to be tested in experience. 
They are divided into three sections, each of which addresses a particular 
set of challenges that prompt the verification, clarification, and sometimes 
modification of the categoreal scheme. The first takes up Whitehead’s task 
of thinking beyond the modern bifurcations of actuality to propose a co-
herent and concrete description of experience. The second examines the 
metaphysics of novelty presented in the philosophy of organism, tracking 
both the conceptual constituents of this commitment to the new and the 
consequences it has for our specialized investigations. The final section 
 follows Whitehead’s revision of individuality into its implications both for 
our notions of society, life, and the place of the human in a wider ecology 
and for the sciences that engage these notions.

In “A Constructivist Reading of Process and Reality,” the essay that opens 
our volume, Isabelle Stengers identifies Whitehead’s response to the prob-
lem of modern incoherence as one that entails a radical constructivism: 
against the habit of granting exaggerated power to our abstractions, allow-
ing them to step outside of their pertinent social orders, Whitehead insists 
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that every knowledge- production be tied to the problem it attempts to an-
swer, including the demands it must fulfill and the means it invents to ful-
fill them. As a consequence, Stengers warns, his philosophy will be misun-
derstood if treated as yet another “conception of the world” or put forth as 
“neutral statement” unrelated to a specific problem. In fact, Whitehead de-
signs his scheme as a lure addressed precisely to those whose mental habits 
would elevate a particular set of abstractions to the status of a “vision of the 
world,” and everything from the content of his concepts to the style of his 
writing aims at this end. Yet this approach does not consign us to relativ-
ism; “constructivism” certainly does not mean “social constructivism,” nor 
should it induce in us what Stengers has elsewhere called “the monotonous 
refrain ‘it is only a construction,’ as if an all- powerful truth were at stake, 
apparently the only one to escape the relativity it proclaims.”34 The differ-
ence is that the “qualified” constructivisms most familiar in the humanities 
(linguistic, social, cultural, transcendental) always introduce another bi-
furcation between the merely constructed and an implied mute reality, but 
Whiteheadian constructivism insists that reality itself is a constructive pro-
cess. With this shift, the entire problem changes: the task is not to hunt 
down and denounce the fact of construction but rather to inquire into the 
specific tasks and procedures to which a construction responds. It is no lon-
ger “a question of criticizing our specialized abstractions, or of dictating 
limitations” but of “presenting our abstractions as important achievements 
with a price.”

Where Stengers illustrates this distinctive philosophical approach by 
putting us close beside Whitehead as he constructs the actual occasion, Jef-
frey A. Bell’s “Scientism and the Modern World” situates Whitehead’s cre-
ation within a wider philosophical tradition stretching from Hume to 
Husserl to Deleuze. Each of these thinkers sought to “account for the emer-
gence of order and identity without presupposing order and identity,” and 
it is in light of this imperative— here termed the “Humean problematic”— 
that Bell emphasizes the actual occasion’s “characteristic of self- causation” 
(PR, 222). While Kant and Husserl assume order and unity in their expla-
nations of the constitution of experience, Whitehead (like Deleuze after 
him) insists on locating the genesis of all such regularities within the pro-
cesses of particular concrescences. Particular orders cannot be given in 
advance; they refer instead to the decisions of actual occasions, where-
by  the “indeterminate substantive multiplicity” of eternal objects is pre-
hended to produce a genuinely novel unity. Whitehead describes this account 
of the self- constitution of an occasion as “extending and rigidly applying 
Hume’s principle, that ideas of reflection are derived from actual facts” 
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(PR, 40). In the end, Bell’s essay does more than provide a broad intellec-
tual context for Whitehead’s resurrection of causa sui: as its title suggests, 
it also traces a counternarrative to the exaggerations of scientific reduc-
tionism that threaten to do away with the unique domain of philosophy 
altogether.

Bruno Latour takes up this task of resisting reductionism, here charac-
terized as an effect of the bifurcation of nature, in the two lectures pre-
sented below as “What Is the Style of Matters of Concern?” In the first of 
these, Latour sets Whitehead alongside Gabriel Tarde to replace the “bridge- 
building” projects of the moderns (the hopeless attempts to jump directly 
from nature to the social, matter to mind, facts to values, where each is con-
sidered as independent) with a method of “kayaking” among the processual 
elements of experience (where new relations between interconnected enti-
ties are always being created). Following Tarde, he redefines “society” not as 
involving any particular social stuff but rather as indicating a general fea-
ture of the objects of our experience: that they must “associate with others 
in order to remain in existence.” The resulting metaphysics avoids the in-
tractable bifurcations of the moderns by replacing “I am” with “I have”; for 
whereas “I am” gives you only the thinker, “I have” provides the object had 
and the manner of having to boot. (Recall that Whitehead offered his con-
cept of a prehension, with its components of a subject, object, and a subjec-
tive form, as a “protest” against “the bifurcation of actualities” [PR, 289].)

In the second lecture, Latour draws on both science studies and art his-
tory to account for how the modern mode of abstraction, with its own 
unique styles and procedures, came to be mistaken for the very content of 
reality. He thus adds greater historical texture to Whitehead’s own account, 
in Science and the Modern World, of how the modern mindset emerged, of-
fering the “humble mediators” of painting and artistic representation as es-
sential ingredients in “the confusion between ontology and visualization 
strategies” that supports the bifurcation of nature. Having identified the 
“aesthetics of matters of fact” as a particular historical style, Latour then 
challenges us to develop an “aesthetic of matters of concern” that— like 
Stengers’s constructivism— includes the whole machinery involved in stag-
ing matters of fact as a necessary component of its knowledge claims.

In “The Technics of Prehension: On the Photography of Nicolas Baier,” 
Nathan Brown provides a vivid account of what such an aesthetic might 
look like. Yet he does so in a distinctly different key, for where Latour sus-
pects the digital of exacerbating our bifurcating habits, Brown locates in 
Baier’s new media art an exacting attention to the “technical conditions” of 
digitization and formalization involved in the procedures of empirical sci-
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ence. In particular, through close engagements with installations and indi-
vidual works by Baier (including one titled “Prehension”), Brown develops a 
theory of what he calls “the technics of prehension,” a concept that combines 
the work of Whitehead, Bernard Stiegler, and Gaston Bachelard to articu-
late the specific processes of recording and transmission that constitute 
scientific knowledge as “both objective and constructed.” He thus shows 
how empiricism and rationalism— against their displacement in Kant’s 
transcendental philosophy— are mediated through local acts of technical 
construction, inscription, and formalization, all understood as specialized 
instances of the general category of prehensions, their unification in con-
crescence, and their repetition and transformation in transition. In the pro-
cess, Brown not only identifies the “epistemological terrain of science” as 
that of “the technics of prehension” but also demonstrates how this terrain 
is investigated and staged in the digital arts.

The essays in this section all take Whitehead as a point of departure for 
speculating beyond the divisions and limitations that have dominated mod-
ernist philosophy. Each adopts Whiteheadian concepts and techniques as 
tools for transforming our modes of analysis, and each extends the specu-
lative hope that the impasses of previous centuries might be transformed 
into novel contrasts. For this reason, all of these writers assume a universe 
of genuine novelty, one whose very operations support our philosophical 
efforts to change our habits of thought. Indeed, this emphasis on novelty is 
yet another of the variations of interest the actual occasion is meant to pro-
duce, as each actual occasion is always a new occasion. As Stengers points 
out in her essay, Whitehead came to consider novelty as the “ultimate chal-
lenge that his demand for coherence had to satisfy.” And so it is to the prob-
lem of novelty that we now turn.

The Metaphysics of Creativity

For those accustomed to associating metaphysics with eternal verities— 
descriptions of reality as it is, has been, and must be— the title of our sec-
ond section will inevitably puzzle. Why would metaphysics be creative, as 
opposed to precise or revelatory or, above all, referentially true? We have 
already seen how Whitehead understood his project of producing imagi-
native generalizations as itself an inventive one, as a kind of creative meta-
physics; yet this emphasis on philosophical creation also testifies to his deep-
er commitment to a fully general notion of creativity, a notion that encompasses 
each new synthesis of the many into one, from those comprising the social 
orders of a plant to those involved in the highly complex orders characteristic 
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of metaphysical speculation. It is this general notion of creativity as “the 
principle of novelty” that our next group of essays explores (PR, 21).35 In 
doing so, many of them engage the controversial concepts that Whitehead 
constructed to give a more fine- grained explanation of the actual occasion 
as an accident of creativity: eternal objects and God. Many of them also 
test the affiliation between Whitehead and that more recent metaphysician 
of the new, Gilles Deleuze. But in all cases, their aim is to demonstrate 
what is at stake in Whitehead’s presentation of creativity as his “ultimate” 
and to ask whether his philosophy takes us far enough— or perhaps too 
far— toward a genuine metaphysics of the new.

In “Whitehead’s Involution of an Outside Chance,” Peter Canning links 
the clinical concern of Whitehead’s philosophy— the address to our modes 
of abstraction discussed in the previous section— with his distinctive chal-
lenge to mechanistic thought: the imperative to “take the perspective of life 
itself,” to incorporate the powers of creation and chance into our descrip-
tions of the world. After demonstrating how the notions of law and mecha-
nism seduced modern thinkers into dismissing life as mere “accident,” Can-
ning insists that “[a] true science of life must be able to distinguish between 
being a machine and building a machine, between being controlled by a pro-
gram and designing a program.” Our acts of creation must be “counted in”; 
any other approach would allow incoherence to reign, as creativity would 
be treated not as an ultimate but as the “accidental” character of certain 
advanced forms of life. Canning thus embraces Whitehead’s injunction to 
think “nature alive” by including anticipation and other real relations to an 
unpredictable future within his description of an actual occasion. Yet he 
worries that Whitehead’s split between real and pure potentiality, along 
with his concomitant insistence that eternal objects are not created and that 
God is required for relevant novelty, presents a “stumbling block” to con-
fronting this problem. To overcome this obstacle, he turns to Spinoza and 
Mallarmé to show how chance “accomplishes its own Idea” and thus how 
possibility itself “evolves and emerges.”

Canning is not alone in hesitating before the lure of Whitehead’s God. 
Others have questioned the efficacy of the concept— and indeed, the name 
alone threatens to deter some readers.36 For this reason, Roland Faber re-
orients the discussion around the Whiteheadian divine by asking us to 
consider why the task of conceptualizing genuine novelty in a world of be-
coming prompted not only Whitehead but also Deleuze to employ mystical 
language, either in the form of God or of an “absolute consciousness.” More 
precisely, in “Multiplicity and Mysticism: Toward a New Mystagogy of Be-
coming,” Faber analyzes the way that these respective invocations of mys-
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tical traditions function within the broader metaphysical project of theo-
rizing novelty such that it avoids the twin traps of chaotic change, on the one 
hand, and the “eternal repetition of the same,” on the other. “If novelty is to 
be neither change nor repetition,” he writes, “it must be about attainment of 
worth in the midst of change that is not eternally pre- given.” Following a 
brief discussion of Whitehead’s eternal objects as performing an analogous 
function to Deleuze’s virtualities, he then develops this claim by juxtaposing 
two late essays— Whitehead’s “Immortality” and Deleuze’s “Immanence: A 
Life”— that sharpen our sense of how the “mystical inclination” in these phi-
losophers unfolds in parallel yet divergent ways.

The next essay, Keith Robinson’s “The Event and the Occasion: Deleuze, 
Whitehead, and Creativity,” continues the work of reading Whitehead 
alongside Deleuze, this time with an emphasis on their distinct accounts of 
temporality. In particular, Robinson argues that the two philosophers “val-
orize different modalities of time in the structure of creativity” and that 
these different modalities bespeak conflicting assumptions about “the val-
ues of transformation, mutation, and the creativity of the new.” Robinson 
elaborates these divergent accounts under the names of the occasion and 
the event, each of which describes creativity as a single process with two 
“dissymmetrical” yet fully articulated aspects (transition/concrescence, 
actual/virtual). The structure of the occasion emphasizes “the origination 
of the present in conformity with the ‘power’ of the past,” where the past’s 
“power” refers to the conditions that concrete occasions lay on creativity (PR, 
210). By this model, “the creativity of the occasion” involves the “integrat-
ing and unifying work of the temporal relation between past and present.” 
Yet, as Robinson makes clear, this account differs drastically from the De-
leuzean event, where the conditions for novelty involve first and foremost 
an “unknown and unknowable future that has ontological priority in dis-
rupting and fracturing the present.” Robinson’s essay develops these ac-
counts of creativity in detail and uses aspects of each to challenge and 
supplement the other.

Where Faber and Robinson see interesting divergences in the otherwise 
analogous projects of Whitehead and Deleuze, Graham Harman sees an 
absolute rift. In “Whitehead and Schools X, Y, and Z,” he argues that even 
though both philosophers share a commitment to process, understood here 
as the emphasis of “change over stasis,” Whitehead affirms “a world made up 
entirely of distinct individuals” while Deleuze treats such entities as “de-
rivative outcroppings of some deeper pre- individual becoming.” To further 
specify the divergence of these two thinkers, and to provide a larger map to 
the landscape of contemporary philosophy, Harman distinguishes among 
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three schools according to their respective positions on process, becom-
ing, and relations: the schools of Whitehead and Latour (X), of Deleuze, 
Bergson, Simondon, and other philosophers of becoming (Y), and of 
object- oriented philosophy (Z). As he parses the philosophical field, Har-
man emphasizes Whitehead’s “compellingly ambiguous status” for School Z 
by indicating two “gaps” that Whitehead’s account notices but fails to solve. 
The first, the discontinuity between individual entities, raises the question of 
mediation that Harman suggests should be central to contemporary philo-
sophical debate; the second, which treats the problem of how fully rela-
tional entities might persist in time, he dismisses as a false problem created by 
Whitehead’s system. The challenge that these issues pose, Harman concludes, 
must be met with a “new anti- process philosophy,” one that incorporates fea-
tures of Whitehead’s thought but that will inevitably depart from many of 
its commitments.

The final two essays in this section return from the imaginative flights 
and logical tests just described to investigate how two specialized practices— 
education and computer program design— might be transformed through 
the concepts Whitehead elaborates in his commitment to creativity. James 
Williams begins these inquiries by reading Whitehead’s educational writ-
ings, collected in The Aims of Education (1929), against the backdrop of the 
accounts of time and the event developed in his metaphysics. Whitehead 
honed his thoughts on education through decades of teaching and years 
of administrative work, and his suggestions for progressive reform dem-
onstrate a keen awareness of the demands and constraints on educators.37 
Williams argues that we are best able to recognize the promise of these 
suggestions— and thus to imagine how Whitehead’s philosophy addresses 
present- day threats to education— if we understand the “rhythms of educa-
tion” in terms of the relational structure of the event, especially as it gath-
ers the past and anticipates a future. In this way, his essay illuminates a 
claim, made late in Process and Reality, that the “contrast between order as 
the condition for excellence, and order as stifling the freshness of living . . . 
is met with in the theory of education” (PR, 338). Throughout, Williams 
considers not only the “profound reflection on time and practice” present-
ed in Whitehead’s theory but also the practical challenges facing education 
reform now, alongside the conceptual lures that might help to overcome 
them.

So far, the inquiry into creativity conducted by these essays has focused 
primarily on time. Yet as Luciana Parisi reminds us, temporal advance is 
an abstraction from a more fundamental notion of extension, which White-
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head carefully refined from his 1916 essay on “La theorie relationiste de 
l’espace” through to the fourth part of Process and Reality (“The Theory of 
Extension”).38 “Extension,” Whitehead explains, when considered “apart 
from its spatialization and temporalization,” names “that general scheme of 
relationships providing the capacity that many objects can be welded into 
the real unity of one experience.” Otherwise called the “extensive continu-
um,” it is “the most general scheme of real potentiality” required for creativ-
ity (PR, 67). In “Cutting Away from Smooth Space: Alfred North White-
head’s Extensive Continuum in Parametric Software,” Parisi uses this theory 
of extension to articulate the different conception of space required to grasp 
the “computational power of parametric software” and the role it plays in 
architectural design. In particular, she argues that spatial programming 
“does not simply involve the design of space according to given sets or geo-
metrical points” but rather generates it through the use of “variables open to 
change in real time.” Space, in these terms, concerns the “mereotopological 
relations between parts and wholes” through which novelty- defining rela-
tions are added to the extensive continuum. In her discussions of objects, 
part- whole relations, and the extensive continuum in relation to software 
design, Parisi thus concludes this section’s inquiry into creativity and the 
new by showing how Whitehead’s general notions assume a new relevance 
when activated in specific fields.

Process Ecology

By affirming a general concept of creativity, one that holds for all 
that exists and thus responds to the requirement of coherence against the 
bifurcations of modern thought, Whitehead makes possible a philosophy 
unbounded by the anthropocentrism of previous metaphysics. This is 
not to say that Whitehead does away with the category of the human 
 altogether. Rather, he concretizes it, setting human experience in consti-
tutive relation with a wider ecology of experiences and using his meta-
physical scheme to slow down the usual ways we parse subject and object 
in the analysis of an event. The essays in our last section detail the theo-
retical constituents capable of transforming our anthropocentric bias 
without therefore washing away human practice and knowledge in a 
monolithic flux. As we have seen, Whitehead always adds more articula-
tions, more nuance; he is never satisfied with less. After a series of essays 
analyzing the concepts required to renew the general concepts guiding 
our practice, then this section turns to discussions of how individual 
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disciplines might be reimagined and advanced through Whitehead’s 
conceptual lures.

The task of breaking with the anthropocentric limitations of modern 
philosophy requires first and foremost a revised notion of the subject, what 
Whitehead calls a “reformed subjectivist principle.” In “Possessive Subjects: 
A Speculative Interpretation of Nonhumans,” Didier Debaise demonstrates 
how this principle provides the basis for a radically pluralist philosophy of 
nature, one capable of moving away from the critical or phenomenological 
interpretations of the subject and toward a more capacious notion of “sub-
jects of nature.” Such a subject emerges as an act of feeling its world into a 
unified feeling- composition; it is an act of aesthetic synthesis, wherein the 
aesthetic refers to a generalized process of prehension rather than a specific 
theory of art. To specify this complex relation between a subject and feeling, 
Debaise traces Whitehead’s combination of two philosophical approaches 
to the subject: one in which the subject (as subjectum) grounds a feeling, 
and another in which the subject (as superjacio) exists as a tendency, a vir-
tual subject “thrown above” the productive feelings. For Whitehead, these 
dual aspects— as the subject- superject— describe “two moments of a feel-
ing” that, when linked, “can be taken in a renewed thought of subjects de-
tached from all exclusively anthropological inscription.” In particular, De-
baise argues that Whitehead’s subjects of nature challenge us to adopt a 
“universal mannerism” in which “[b]eing and the manner of being are in-
distinguishable”: feeling- as- noun and feeling- as- activity join to “form the 
conditions of existence for all subjects, human and non- human.”

Debaise’s call for a universal mannerism emphasizes the relational na-
ture of the Whiteheadian subject, and as Whitehead stresses in Adventures 
of Ideas, this relation is not that of knowledge but that of concern, a term he 
borrows from the Quakers: “the occasion as subject has a ‘concern’ for 
the object,” and “the ‘concern’ at once places the object as a component in 
the experience of the subject, with an affective tone drawn from this object 
and directed toward it” (AI, 176). In “Another Regard,” Erin Manning 
combines this notion of concern with the practice of counterpoint in dance 
to “[rework] the dichotomy of subject and object, reinserting them in the 
event” to develop a framework for approaching interspecies relations with-
out presupposing their terms. Taking the encounters between Dawn Prince- 
Hughes, an autistic woman, and Kanzi, a captive gorilla, as her primary 
example, Manning uses concern to insist that “human” and “animal” 
should not be understood as starting points of the relation but instead as 
speciations that emerge in the movement of the event’s unfolding as “rhyth-
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mic activations of a body- morphing that never precede the event of their 
coming- into- relation.” Manning offers this model as an alternative to iden-
tity politics in the theorization of gender, the animal, and disability, con-
sidering by way of conclusion accounts of “autistic perception” that 
promise to loosen habitual ways of arranging the perceptual field.

Whitehead’s revision of the subject- object dichotomy, central to the two 
previous essays, unfolded in relation to his broader notion of togetherness, 
of how different entities— including a knower and a known object— are to-
gether in experience. In “Of ‘Experiential Togetherness’: Toward a More 
 Robust Empiricism,” Steven Meyer presents the intellectual context within 
which Whitehead developed this notion, assembling a rich array of early 
twentieth- century thinkers and debates to dramatize the historical arena 
within which Whitehead became a philosopher. In particular, he discusses 
competing senses of “togetherness” from the work of William James, F. H. 
Bradley, Samuel Alexander, Frederick Cornwallis Conybeare, and J. Ellis 
McTaggart, to name just a few, and tracks the way that Whitehead’s use of 
the term emerged from this conversation in ways both subtle and direct. 
Through this approach, Meyer not only offers insights into the formation 
of a central concept in the philosophy of organism, but also identifies a man-
ner of intellectual engagement that marks Whitehead, like James, as a “ro-
bust empiricist.”

By emphasizing the relation between togetherness and process in their 
redescriptions of nature, the authors of the first three essays in this section 
all draw attention to the adverbial, to the how of activity rather than the 
what of substance. Likewise, in “The Order of Nature and the Creation of 
Societies,” Michael Halewood draws on Whitehead’s discussion of societ-
ies both to resist any hard metaphysical separation between the realm of 
nature and the realm of the social and, subsequently, to use Whitehead’s 
generalized notions to reorient the specific practice of sociology. He begins 
by carefully following Whitehead’s presentation of societies as it develops 
from a discussion of the “order of nature,” where order always refers to a 
specific ordering that holds a particular relation to disorder. He thus shows 
how “social order” is a function of nature, a function characteristic of all of 
the enduring objects of our experience and not just of human groups. These 
orders, Halewood argues, must be approached as adverbial— as character-
ized by “the shared manner in which their constituents regard each other”— 
rather than as “noun- like,” that is, “as having some inner core of which 
qualities are predicated.” Yet this unsettling of the traditional nature/social 
divide is not meant to deny all differences between the orders exhibited in 
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human societies and those expressed in nonhumans. Instead, the redescrip-
tion prompts us to attend to those distinctions and specificities differently: 
as Halewood explains, a Whiteheadian sociology would eschew fixed as-
sumptions about what humans are and instead seek out “how humans are, 
and have been, made human.” Where a “search for ‘what’ makes us human” 
may “fall into essentialism,” the “search for a ‘how’ will provide a fuller grasp 
of what we have become and what we might yet be.”39

Similarly, A. J. Nocek draws on Whitehead’s concept of life as “the origi-
nation of conceptual novelty” that “lurks in the interstices of each living 
cell” to describe the practices of wet- life synthesis or bottom- up synthetic 
biology, practices that challenge any notion of life as involving a specific 
what rather than a complex how (PR, 102, 105– 6). In particular, Nocek 
traces the parallels between the attempt to synthesize life from inorganic 
materials (life de novo) and Deleuze and Guattari’s “prodigious idea of 
nonorganic life” to articulate the conditions under which an ostensibly 
“royal science” may testify to a concept of life as immanent in matter. Nocek 
then defends this neovitalist thesis against the criticisms of “subjectivist 
metaphysics” in recent continental philosophy, including those from Quen-
tin Meillassoux, Eugene Thacker, and Francois Laruelle, not to endorse De-
leuze and Guattari per se, but to discover the conditions under which the 
inorganic materials of wet- life synthesis might require a notion of nonor-
ganic life. Ultimately, Nocek proposes that in order to avoid the idealization 
of the Real, we need Whitehead’s speculative pragmatics of life, which, far 
from representing a thought- independent state of affairs, brings into being 
the experience of the nonorganic life of matter.

The five essays in this final section thus provide a compelling account of 
how Whitehead’s metaphysical notions might be embraced as tools for 
thinking capable of transforming the thinker’s relationship to his or her 
specific tasks and problems. In this case, the transformation especially 
concerns the anthropocentric habits that have shaped previous philosophi-
cal analyses of animals, human societies, nature, and life.40 Yet the lesson 
of these inquiries extends even further than the efforts to frame an eco-
logical and nonanthropocentric notion of existence, as they demonstrate 
just what it means to be lured by Whitehead’s philosophy while thinking 
about topics and technologies that he left unexplored.

At the end of Modes of Thought, Whitehead modifies an old Platonic saw: 
“Philosophy begins in wonder,” he writes, “[a]nd, at the end, when philo-
sophic thought has done its best, the wonder remains” (MT, 168). Our goal 
in The Lure of Whitehead is not to provide the final interpretation of the 
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philosopher’s thought; nor is it simply to showcase the range of applications 
and richness of possibilities available through his ideas. In the end, we hope 
to incite a renewed wonder toward both the philosopher and his concep-
tual constructions. And as the essays collected here make clear, the rele-
vance of these concepts extends beyond the three tasks under which we 
have grouped them— overcoming the bifurcation of actuality; affirming 
novelty; and thinking nature outside of anthropocentrism— into produc-
tive encounters with a range of other fields and concerns: for instance, 
art and aesthetics (Latour, Brown, Debaise, Williams), the nature of the 
social (Halewood, Latour, Manning), scientific practice (Bell, Canning, 
Nocek), the specificity of the digital (Brown, Parisi), the ontology of ob-
jects (Harman, Parisi), the distinctive task of philosophy (Stengers, Bell, 
Canning, Faber), and Whitehead’s relation to other philosophers (Bell, 
Meyer, Robinson). We hope that readers not only will be drawn to find 
other connections among these essays but will also use these links as 
starting points for work that continues Whitehead’s speculative adven-
ture, both its imaginative flights and empirical landings. Only with such 
engagement can Whitehead’s philosophy be verified; only with wonder 
can we be so lured.
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The problem that I want to address in this essay is how to tackle Pro-
cess and Reality. This is a text whose obscurity has put off many readers, 
but one that I wish to defend against a particular way of being read.

It is perfectly possible to suggest that Process and Reality offers a new “con-
ception of the world,” the master themes of which are complexity, emer-
gence, self- organization, and so on. And, given that such themes form part 
of contemporary science and contribute to what is sometimes called the 
“postmodern” science of a creative universe, it may be further maintained 
that we can and should recognize Whitehead’s intuition of the centrality of 
creativity, but get rid of the redundant philosophical jargon that makes his 
text so hard to understand.

Such approaches replicate the rather classical stance wherein philosophy 
is viewed as the forerunner of science. Science simply confirms some of 
philosophy’s ideas and consigns that which it cannot make sense of to the 
bin. However, in the case of Process and Reality, the problem is that rather 
a lot is left for the bin. For, within the text, not only does creativity never 
appear as an actor, or a power, or a tendency, or a force, but strange con-
cepts, such as eternal objects or God, seem to stand in the way of any intui-
tive understanding of the world in terms of a creative, spontaneous becom-
ing. Furthermore, Whitehead’s need for these strange concepts is linked to 
a principle that itself seems to inherit the great rationalist tradition— namely, 
the “ontological principle.” This principle states that “there is nothing which 
floats into the world from nowhere” (PR, 244)— that is, that whatever hap-
pens must be related to reasons. And creativity is not a reason, for “actual 
entities are the only reasons” (PR, 24).

O N E

A Constructivist Reading  
of Process and Reality
Isabelle Stengers



44 ISABELLE STENGERS

In this essay I intend to distance Whitehead’s speculative philosophy 
from  the role it is given as a forerunner of a new, “enlightened,” scientifically 
grounded conception of the world. I will argue that such a distribution of 
roles insults both science and philosophy. For the notion of a “conception 
of the world” entails that sciences forget the constraints that mobilize them, 
and that philosophy forgets the difference between philosophical concepts 
and mere generalities that appear to explain the world. I will use the term 
“constructivist” to refer to my approach as it emphasizes the need to actively 
and explicitly relate any knowledge- production to the question that it tries 
to answer, and refuses to transform knowledge into the kind of neutral 
statement that comes from nowhere and that could be called a “conception 
of the world.”

Before proceeding to experiment1 a constructivist approach to Process 
and Reality, I will first differentiate this conception of constructivism from 
those that may be generally characterized as “debunking”; I will then relate 
my version of constructivism to Whitehead’s own definition of the task of 
philosophy.

Constructivisms

Debunking, or “deconstructive” conceptions of constructivism usu-
ally address only the value of truth associated with our judgments in order 
to denounce it: the question of adequacy to some preexisting matter of fact 
must be debunked. But why does the claim to adequacy act as such a red 
rag to some theorists? How could a police investigation into a murder, for 
instance, be described without accepting that adequacy matters? The sim-
ple point is that a claim should be related to the demands that it has to fulfill. 
In terms of a police inquiry, its value refers to an adequate “whodunit solu-
tion” and should highlight the importance of specific and challenging ques-
tions, such as: “does this solution bring together all the relevant facts?” and 
“does it resist relevant doubts?” In other words, the kind of achievement that 
“adequacy” implies must be specified, and a definition provided for “preex-
isting matters of fact.”

This is especially important when we address scientific, and more par-
ticularly experimental, claims that are the usual targets of deconstruction. 
In contrast to the success of a careful and intricate police investigation, 
some deconstruction, or debunking, is indeed needed in face of the tales 
of “objectivity as the opposite of subjective opinion” that have been part of 
scientific propaganda since Galileo. Such stories induce the fairy- tale idea 
that science gains access to “objective matters of fact” rather like the heroic 



prince who overcomes the entangled forest of our illusions and discovers 
Sleeping Beauty’s castle, lying there, clear and obvious, under the sun. 
Criticizing science’s claim that nature can be discovered and described as 
independent of the perceiving mind or human language or culture, or as a 
mirror of nature, has been an easy sport for many philosophers since Kant, 
and they are now followed by a new brand of critical protagonists. Despite 
the variety of critiques, the conclusion is always that objective knowledge 
is conditioned. The philosopher, cultural theorist, or sociologist will then 
tell the scientist: “you believe that you enjoy some kind of a direct access to 
reality; you are wrong, and the value of the realism you associate with your 
description is mistaken.”

It may well be that this value is mistaken, but I would part company with 
those critiques that focus solely on the idea that knowledge is always sub-
ject to some form of conditioning, be it transcendental, cultural, linguistic, 
social, or even neurophysiological, and thus leads to the denial of any par-
ticular relation between science and “reality.” Each time “constructivism” 
gains a qualifying adjective (transcendental, cultural, etc.), it produces a 
contrast between those who believe they have direct access to reality and 
those who know that reality remains mute because they know what is re-
ally speaking instead. On this view, it is not the fairy tales surrounding 
sciences that are to be criticized but the very idea that there is something 
special about scientific knowledge. The qualifying adjective implies that the 
claimed “access” is nothing but a construction that can be explicated in 
terms of the conditioning power designated by the adjective. In order to re-
sist science’s fairy tales, however, there is no need to deny Galileo’s achieve-
ment. Rather, the task is to characterize the achievement— that is, to specify 
the rather singular and specific demands it succeeded in satisfying.

I will be brief here, as I have developed this argument more fully else-
where in The Invention of Modern Science.2 In physics, and in any experi-
mental science (I exclude sciences that just mimic experimentation), objec-
tivity is indeed the name for an achievement, the very specific value of which 
permeates both the concern of the experimenter and the achievement’s veri-
fication3 by his or her competent colleagues. What must be verified is that a 
scientist has achieved a very peculiar feat: he or she has constructed an ex-
perimental situation that allowed what was questioned to make an actual, 
decidable difference. This is why the difference between artifacts and reli-
able facts is at the center of experimenters’ attention. It is a difference they 
have to make, and it is not a difference between mirroring and construct-
ing but between what they define as a successful construction and what 
they define as a failure.
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Divorcing constructivism from deconstruction also means that we must 
not interpret the difference between achievement and failure simply in 
terms of some kind of “social construction.” Where experimental achieve-
ment is concerned, the verification of this difference demands that there is 
a community that can question and test both the strength of the path 
leading from facts to interpretation and the design and redesigning of the 
minute aspects of the technical devices that produced those facts, in order 
to verify the claim that reliable access has indeed been constructed— that 
is, that the responsibility for the results can be related to what the scientist 
was trying to get access to. It is certainly possible to deconstruct a partic-
ular scientific achievement into a set of more general, socially entertained 
conditions, leaving behind (and ignoring) a kind of mute being with 
which no reliable relation has been produced. But whoever succeeds in 
doing this has only played the very important scientific role of diagnosing 
an artifact.

If the experimental sciences do not have an interesting relation with the 
production of “conceptions of the world” or with an adequacy to some “pre-
existing matters of fact,” it is because the production of the matter of fact that 
could operate as a reliable witness for the “adequacy” of an interpretation is 
always an experimental achievement. As long as this achievement remains a 
matter of controversy, the putative matter of fact will remain a matter of col-
lective, and demanding, concern.

Whitehead on Philosophy

We can now turn to Whitehead, and the way he defined his philo-
sophical task:

Every science must devise its own instruments. The tool required for philoso-
phy is language. Thus philosophy redesigns language in the same way that, in 
physical science, pre- existing appliances are redesigned. It is exactly at this 
point that the appeal to facts is a difficult operation. This appeal is not solely to 
the expression of the facts in the current verbal statements. The adequacy of 
such sentences is the main question at issue. (PR, 11)

Here, again, adequacy is a matter of concern, but the concern is differ-
ent. The main point at issue for Whitehead is that our current verbal 
statements, as well as the way we take our perceptions into account, are 
all highly selective. They involve discarding what does not matter and, 
more particularly, what there is no need to notice because it is always 
present.



We habitually observe by the method of difference. Sometimes we see an ele-
phant, and sometimes we do not. The result is that an elephant, when present, 
is noticed. Facility of observation depends on the fact that the object observed 
is important when present, and sometimes is absent. (PR, 4)

While experimental demonstration relies on transforming the “method of 
difference” into a “suspense drama”— it is the difference between this and 
that possible observation that makes the difference— the problem for phi-
losophy is the selective aspect of both what we perceive as a matter of fact 
and the way in which we describe it.

Adequacy is a trap for philosophy as soon as it concerns matters of fact 
in the terms that we usually characterize it. If philosophers start with ap-
parently simple situations such as “I see here a grey stone,” they start from 
something already shaped by perceptive and linguistic interpretation. The 
point, however, is not to start from an experience devoid of interpretation. 
Whitehead famously remarked that if you wish to locate an experience de-
void of interpretation, you may as well ask a stone to record its autobiography 
(see PR, 15). And, I would add, it would be better still that such a demand be 
made of Galileo’s carefully polished round balls, rolling down an equally 
carefully smoothed, inclined plane. Indeed the whole aim of the experi-
mental activity of polishing and smoothing is that the autobiography of 
the rolling ball would tell nothing about the ball, as such, in order for the 
speed it gains to reliably testify to what we now call terrestrial attraction 
(gravity). The intricate adventure that we call friction must not be record-
ed. When friction matters, the motion of the ball no longer illustrates one 
particular solution to an abstract, anonymous differential equation. What 
happens, in such a case, demands a level of attention that today’s engi-
neers and physicists, who specialize in surface effects, still laboriously 
learn how to pay.

In contrast, the kind of achievement that Whitehead aimed at could be 
described as a maximization of friction, recovering what has been obscured 
by specialized selection. This applies not only to Galileo’s selection (the 
smoothing away of friction), but more generally to all the selections pro-
duced by consciousness and language— for example, the very important and 
successful abstractions that put emphasis on what matters in our many spe-
cialized practices, including that of surviving.

If Whitehead can be characterized as a constructivist philosopher, it is 
because by “disclosing,” he does not mean gaining access to some concrete 
truth hidden by our specialized abstractions. If no experience is devoid of 
interpretation, then what is prohibited from the start is that we should retain 
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some nostalgic memory of what we previously believed we genuinely knew 
about nature, and entertain the possibility of a more authentic experience. 
Whitehead’s speculative philosophy is not about trying to recover concrete 
experience against its falsification by abstract interpretation. He recog-
nized his indebtedness to Henri Bergson, and also to William James and 
John Dewey, but he stated that one of his preoccupations “has been to res-
cue their type of thought from the charge of anti- intellectualism, which 
rightly or wrongly has been associated with it” (PR, xii).

For Whitehead, we cannot think without abstractions, but this does not 
mean that we are irretrievably separated from that which we try to address. 
Abstractions, for Whitehead, are not “abstract forms” that determine what 
we feel, perceive, and think; nor are they “abstracted from” something more 
concrete; and, finally, they are not generalizations. Whitehead was a mathe-
matician, and no mathematician would endorse such definitions. But most 
of them would endorse Whitehead’s idea that abstractions act as “lures,” lur-
ing attention toward “something that matters,” vectorizing concrete experi-
ence. Just think of the difference between the mute perplexity and disarray of 
anybody who faces a mathematical proposition or equation as a meaningless 
sequence of signs, as opposed to someone who looks at this same sequence 
and immediately knows how to deal with it or is passionately aware that a 
new possibility for doing mathematics may be present.

In order to think abstractions in Whitehead’s sense, we need to forget 
about nouns like “a table” or “a human being,” and to think rather about a 
mathematical circle. Such a circle is not abstracted from concrete circular 
forms; its mode of abstraction is related to its functioning as a lure for 
mathematical thought: it lures mathematicians into adventures that pro-
duce new aspects of what it means to be a circle into a mathematical mode 
of existence.

This is why Whitehead could write, in Modes of Thought, that “the aim 
of philosophy is sheer disclosure” (MT, 49), while also defining its task as 
that of redesigning language, and indeed redesigning it in such a way that 
it has produced the mute perplexity and disarray of all those readers who 
wonder how they can, using such a language, ever hope to define a table or 
a human being. The aim of the abstractions that Whitehead designed is not 
to produce new definitions of what we consensually perceive and name, 
but to induce empirically felt variations in the way our experience matters. 
In Modes of Thought, Whitehead wrote that the basic expression of this 
value experience is: “Have a care, here is something that matters! Yes— that 
is the best phrase— the primary glimmering of consciousness reveals 
something that matters” (MT, 116). For Whitehead, consciousness was an 



ongoing adventure, not the sad tale of discovering our limitations and 
illusions.

There is a great difference between the adventures of mathematics and 
philosophy, however. The mathematician may well redesign mathematical 
tools, but may also trust them, while the philosopher must distrust both 
language and the facts as they are expressed in current verbal statements. 
This is why the analogy with physics’ experimental “appliances” is so inter-
esting. Indeed, the idea that experimentation appeals to facts as they are 
observed by means of experimental appliances only refers to the stabilized 
end product of a difficult operation. As Andrew Pickering marvelously char-
acterized it, in his The Mangle of Practice,4 experimenters may well know in 
advance what they want to achieve— what, for instance, their appliance 
should detect. However, a long process of tuning will nevertheless be needed, 
within which nothing will be trusted, neither the human hypothesis nor 
the observations made. Indeed, the process of tuning works both ways, on 
human as well as on nonhuman agency, constitutively intertwining a dou-
ble process of emergence, of a disciplined human agency and of a captured 
material agency.

It is interesting to note that this intertwined process of co- emergence 
may clarify a controversy among Whiteheadian scholars. On the one side, 
Lewis Ford has promoted a compositional analysis of Science and the Mod-
ern World and of Process and Reality that emphasizes the radical nature of 
the discontinuities that occur in these texts. Indeed, it may seem on many 
occasions that a new philosopher enters the scene and, as Leibniz would 
say, leads readers back toward the wide sea while they thought themselves 
safely in a harbor. On the other side, some refuse the idea of a Whitehead 
who changes his mind and his philosophy, time and time again, and they 
insist on the continuity of one and the same philosophy always being ex-
pressed, under different emphases.

I would claim that we may trace in the compositional adventure of Process 
and Reality, as Lewis Ford has tentatively reconstituted it, what Pickering 
calls the “dance of agency,” with the practitioner tentatively constructing a 
device, then adopting a passive role in order to follow the consequences of 
its functioning, then intervening again. The adventure of the creation of a 
conceptual agency cannot be disentangled from the experiential adventure 
of the philosopher experimenting disclosure. We can speak here of “experi-
menting” because the disclosure is part of a process that can be described as 
conceptually “lured.” Each concept has to be designed and redesigned, as 
the point is not of adequacy to some kind of preexistent matter of fact 
but, rather, that of two questions that are always at work together: Is the 
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conceptual agency succeeding in doing what the philosopher wants it to 
do, and are those aims an adequate expression of the challenge he or she 
has decided to confront?

We come here to a second feature of constructivism. Not only is con-
struction to be understood in terms of achievement and failure, with 
adequacy being in some cases only implied and defined by the achieve-
ment, but also, we do not construct in general. A construction is an an-
swer to a challenging situation, which produces both its felt necessity 
and its meaning. For Whitehead, philosophy indeed had necessity and 
meaning:

You cannot think without abstractions; accordingly it is of the utmost impor-
tance to be vigilant in critically revising your modes of abstraction. . . . An ac-
tive school of philosophy is quite as important for the locomotion of ideas as is 
an active school of railways engineers for the locomotion of fuel. (SMW, 59)

By comparing philosophy with engineering and viewing it as charged with 
the necessary revisions of our modes of abstractions, Whitehead implies 
that if we are not prisoners of our abstractions, then we may well become 
prisoners of the false problems they are bound to create if we extend, outside 
their specialized domain, the trust they deserve only inside this domain. For 
example, as soon as the abstractions relevant for the interpretation of “physi-
cality” (whether they are derived from classical physics or contemporary 
physics) are given free rein to rule under the form of “conceptions of the 
world,” we are faced with what Whitehead famously called the “fallacy of 
misplaced concreteness.”

Whitehead maintained that the challenge for philosophy was to resist 
this fallacy— that is, to resist the concrete character that our modern 
epoch has attributed to its most powerful abstractions. But the originality 
of his answer, and of the mode of abstraction he designed, was that the 
aim was not simply to critique specialized abstractions but to produce dif-
ferent abstractions that would act as lures for an aesthetic appreciation of 
our diverging, specialized abstractions, for they are well worth the same 
kind of attention, care, and lucidity that engineers devote to technical 
equipment.

With the fallacy of misplaced concreteness no compromise is possible; 
Whitehead’s construction started with a resounding “no.” We have first to 
feel the absurdity of the consequences of the power we give to our modern 
abstractions and more specifically the absurdity of the “bifurcation of na-
ture” that they produce. Nature bifurcates when we assert that there exists 



on one side a causal, objective nature— for instance, the molecular mecha-
nisms explaining the functioning of neurons and the interactions between 
neurons— and on the other side a perceived nature full of sounds, odors, 
enjoyments, and values— all these so- called secondary properties being 
subjective ones, attributed to nature by the perceiving subject. This entails, 
Whitehead comments, that nature usually

get[s] credit which should in truth be reserved for ourselves: the rose for its 
scent; the nightingale for his song; and the sun for its radiance. The poets are 
entirely mistaken. They should address their lyrics to themselves, and turn 
them into odes of self- congratulation on the excellency of the human mind. 
(SMW, 54)

It might be claimed that Whitehead’s whole speculative enterprise started 
from his diagnosis of the bifurcation of nature as a case of radical incoher-
ence that literally plagues modern thought. This incoherence is an ever- 
renewed source of problems of our own making— problems that stem from 
the clash between those abstractions associated with the success of the so- 
called laws of nature on the one side and, on the other, those abstractions 
organized around human perception, freedom, intentionality, or responsi-
bility. A contemporary example of such problems is the definition of the so- 
called naturalization of consciousness as the remaining “hard problem” to 
be solved by the progress of objective science.

Many critical philosophers, including empirical philosophers, followers 
of Kant, or phenomenologists, would certainly agree that this hard prob-
lem is in fact a false problem. If consciousness, conscious perception, or 
human intentionality is required by any objective knowledge, then they are 
what objective knowledge presupposes and thus cannot objectify. White-
head, however, rejected escaping the bifurcation of nature at the price of 
defacing scientific achievements by turning the requirement into a con-
dition that would solve the problem, for objective, causal nature would 
then be a production of the human mind— just like the beauty of the night-
ingale’s song. Already, by the time of The Concept of Nature, he had clearly 
stated that

For natural philosophy everything perceived is in nature. . . . In making this 
demand I conceive myself as adopting our immediate instinctive attitude to-
wards perceptual knowledge which is only abandoned under the influence of 
theory. We are instinctively willing to believe that, by due attention, more can 
be found in nature than that which is observed at first sight. But we will not be 
content with less. (CN, 29)
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Quite what it means to be “in” nature will be a matter for philosophical 
construction but, whatever the manner of this construction, whatever in-
terpretation is made of what we come to perceive, if the way we pay atten-
tion changes, then the challenge remains that neither the poet singing the 
beauty or sadness of nature, nor the physicist building a new detector, can 
be called to task or made to bow down in front of general conditions that 
explain away what mattered for them in the first place. Due attention means 
becoming able to add, not subtract; it means learning how to get relevant 
access, not renouncing the possibility of any such access.

Adding, not deconstructing: this is a crucial point where constructivism 
is concerned. However, it is impossible simply to “add” the beauty of the 
song to matter hurrying blindly by. The crucial importance of constructiv-
ism, as I present it here, is to relate the mode of existence to the mode of 
achievement. We may well say that electrons “truly exist” as opposed to 
their being mere fictions— that is, products of free, human interpretation— 
because the whole of experimental practice aims at dramatizing this alterna-
tive. The mode of existence of the electron must, primarily, be irreducible to 
a question of mere interpretation. But the crucial point for Whitehead is that 
this alternative, if generalized, would despoil interpretation. Our modes of 
interpretation matter. The experimental opposition between “mere fiction” 
and “truly existing” is to be understood as giving its value and importance 
to a very particular and demanding mode of interpretation. What can and 
should be generalized is that no mode of existence can be disentangled from 
the way in which it matters. Interpretation is a serious, vital business, never 
to be reduced to “mere interpretation.”

A constructivist approach implies that any new, creative construction 
testifies explicitly not only to a matter of concern, but also to a commit-
ment. Matters of concern no more command the way that they should be 
taken into account than “reality” does. Engineers usually know what they 
are committed to achieving. Whitehead’s own matter of concern was that 
the incoherence associated with the bifurcation of nature has been proudly 
accepted by modern thought and even identified as evidence of us over-
coming our childish illusions. This may explain that his commitment, and 
the task that his whole enterprise in Process and Reality had to satisfy, was 
to achieve coherence. The mode of existence of Whitehead’s conceptual 
abstractions cannot be separated from this mode of achievement to which 
he committed himself.

Coherence entails that we become able to interpret conjointly (that is, 
without opposition, hierarchy, or disconnection) what we usually describe 
in mutually contradictory terms— for example, freedom and determina-



tion, cause and reason, fiction and reality, or mind and matter. However, it 
is crucial to remember that the point is not to go beyond these contradic-
tions towards some kind of an inspired or transcendent vision that is 
mysteriously able to discover a unified reality. Philosophy, as a kind of engi-
neering, is about designing, not transcending, and this is why Whitehead 
deliberately formulated the kind of satisfaction that his demand for co-
herence would have to fulfill. The divide manifested by the bifurcation of 
nature must not be repaired or tamed. Any strategy of explaining away, of 
reducing some aspects of our experience to others has to be resisted. Every-
thing that we experience must matter.

Again, it is not a question of criticizing our specialized abstractions or of 
dictating limitations. Rather, it is a question of presenting our abstractions 
as important achievements with a price. As I have already remarked, friction 
must be maximized in order to produce both a restraint upon specialists 
and an enlargement of their imagination (see PR, 17). Limitation produces 
nostalgia, dreams of the forbidden possibility for your abstractions to rule 
undisputed, while enlargement of the imagination means appreciating the 
importance and value of abstractions as such.

It is time now to stop speaking “about” Whitehead as a constructivist 
thinker and to enter into the construction. I will certainly not try to sum-
marize Whitehead’s conceptual scheme. This would contradict the very 
idea of a constructivist reading, which cannot be separated from the effica-
cy of concepts encountered therein. For the value of concepts is to lure new 
feelings, to induce “sheer disclosure” as a new way for experience to come to 
matter. I want to try to give you a taste of this kind of efficacy by following 
the change of emphasis that a particular question may go through from its 
first starting point, when it begins to matter, to its Whiteheadian, concep-
tual unfolding.

Reading Process and Reality

Victor Lowe reports that after Whitehead gave his first lecture at 
Harvard (which is also the first philosophy lecture that Whitehead ever at-
tended), his students were “in despair about the course,” but “all in love 
with Whitehead as a person, for somehow the overwhelming magic of his 
being had shown through.”5 The philosopher who had been assigned to be 
his assistant remembered that when Whitehead concluded his lecture, 
“the angels were singing.” 6 In contrast, when we are reading Process and 
Reality, angels are not singing. Instead of this kind of immediate enjoy-
ment, the reader experiences constant perplexity. Is the sentence I have just 
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read to be taken seriously? Is it rather badly written poetry? Is it sheer 
nonsense?

The difference between listening to Whitehead and reading him could 
be explained away in terms of the opposition between the transitory effect 
that nonsense statements and charismatic tricks may produce and the sta-
ble understanding associated with statements with an objective content, the 
faithful transmission of which can be verified. Whitehead’s charismatic 
presence would then have been responsible for the effect he produced, sug-
gesting to the poor students that he was exploring deep intuitions while, in 
fact, he was uttering sheer nonsense.

Such an opposition, and terms such as “charismatic presence” or “sugges-
tion” that amplify this opposition without adding anything to it, may 
 certainly be important. But it is also a highly specialized opposition and 
one that designates specific practices, the value of which rely on the faith-
ful transmission of well- defined information. Its generalization, namely, 
the feeling that this opposition is generally important, may rely on the habit 
that we have of asking, “what is responsible for what?” For example: “Is 
it the singer or the song?” Am I moved because what I experience is moving, 
or do I feel it as moving because I am emotionally excited? But this idea of 
responsibility is also part of those very abstractions that govern special 
modes of thought, the domination of which, according to Whitehead, it 
is the task of philosophy to restrain. It is the same problem as the ele-
phant (noted above, and in PR, 4): responsibility matters because some-
times you are responsible and sometimes you are not. What would it feel 
like to restrain the importance that we associate with judgments that as-
sign responsibility?

The crucial point is that this restraint must result not from a renuncia-
tion but from what Whitehead calls an enlargement of the imagination. 
We have to learn to wonder about what we take for granted. We must leave 
the settled, frictionless ground where all that matters is the question of 
what is responsible for a misunderstanding, yet leaves frictionless under-
standing as taken for granted. Sometimes we misunderstand but usually we 
understand.

In order to wonder, it is important to realize that understanding and mis-
understanding designate a secondary contrast, a matter of occasional veri-
fication: “Did I understand correctly?” Whitehead writes that “Spoken lan-
guage is merely a series of squeaks” (PR, 264). What matters, first of all, is 
that these “squeaks” make some sense: this is a matter of wonder. It is what 
Whitehead calls, in Religion in the Making, the one fundamental sacrament— 
the sacrament of expression. “There is a community of intuition by reason 



of the sacrament of expression proffered by one and received by the other. 
But the expressive sign is more than interpretable. It is creative. It elicits 
the intuition which interprets it” (RM, 131– 32).

How are we to understand the use of this unusual word, “sacrament”? Do 
we have to take seriously, literally, the community of intuition it elicits, and 
view it as a religious rite? Or is it just a fuzzy metaphor? I would suggest 
that it is simply a starting point, which produces a double challenge. One is 
addressed to the reader: to use the word “sacrament” is to ask the reader to 
wonder, to slow down and accept that the expressivity of the sign that we 
usually take for granted is indeed a wonder. The other is addressed to the 
conceptual construction that will proceed from it, and it indicates the kind 
of risk that Whitehead has decided to take.

In Modes of Thought, Whitehead wrote: “Philosophy begins in wonder. 
And, at the end, when philosophic thought has done its best, the wonder 
remains” (MT, 168). At the end, when Whitehead has done his best, the won-
der will remain. The conceptual construction is not meant to think wonder 
away but to fully develop how it puts our usual generalizations and expla-
nations at risk. Indeed, in the Catholic doctrine, which we know Whitehead 
had carefully examined, sacramental efficacy cannot be reduced to anything 
else, to something more general, and, in particular, not to some catch- all 
explanation such as “human subjectivity.” To use the expression “the sacra-
ment of the sign” thus commits Whitehead as a problem commits a mathe-
matician; whatever we mean by human subjectivity, it will presuppose the 
efficacy of the sign— it will not explain it.

This certainly does not mean that such efficacy exhibits a “supernatural” 
power, as it does in Catholic sacraments. Rather, it asks us not to be satis-
fied with what we might, by contrast, call a “natural” explanation. What-
ever explanations we are tempted to provide for the fact that meaning is 
elicited from the squeaks of spoken language, such explanations are bound, 
one way or another, to bypass what Whitehead wants us to dwell upon. For 
example, if we were to think of some kind of a selective process that, after a 
long period of biological evolution, has made it possible for us to under-
stand each other— in whatever way we characterize this process— it must 
presuppose and celebrate the sacrament of expression, not explain it away.

Here, however, we face a critical point. To celebrate the efficacy of the sign 
as unique could well lead to a particular version of the bifurcation of na-
ture, through the linguistic turn for instance. One way or another, all our 
experiences, all our explanations, would then be characterized as condi-
tioned by linguistic expressivity. Also, if the importance of a “community of 
intuition” were to be exaggerated, this would merely reinstate consciousness 
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to center stage, with the nightingales or the fragrant roses as accessories. 
This is why it is so important to emphasize that conceptual construction 
has not begun at this point. It will start only with the demand for coher-
ence. That is, it is only when Whitehead’s position with regard to modern 
abstractions (especially abstractions that overemphasize the divide be-
tween the conscious subject and the known object) receives a positive for-
mulation that the challenge that conceptual construction must satisfy is 
made explicit. The task of philosophy is not only to produce concepts that 
put in “sheer disclosure” the wonderful efficacy of the expressive sign as 
that which primordially matters for us as conscious beings. The task of phi-
losophy is also to elucidate those aspects of experience that do not matter 
in the same way, for instance because they are always there, even when the 
community of intuition breaks down and you stop understanding what 
somebody says to you.

In Concept of Nature, Whitehead emphasized that what he called, “rough-
ly speaking,” “bodily life” (CN, 107) was an integral part of our experience, 
and in Process and Reality, he called this “causal efficacy” the experience of 
our own body. The loss of this experience has been described by the psy-
chiatrist Oliver Sacks as the worst catastrophe that we can experience.7 In-
deed, he describes the loss of this feeling of the body as entailing the loss of 
the very enjoyment, the “withness,” of the world. We enjoy a world, includ-
ing the feeling of our own body, even if we are not usually conscious of 
it, even if we have only vague words for it. Such words must be carefully 
fabricated if the elucidation of our experience is not to stop with the won-
derful efficacy of the sign.

However, if such enjoyment is restricted to human embodied experience, 
we return, again, to the bifurcation of nature. The poet enjoys the beauty of 
the nightingale’s song but the nightingale enjoys nothing. We may decide to 
attribute this enjoyment to some select animal species, including the sing-
ing nightingale, but we would then have to ask biological evolution to ex-
plain how such enjoyment came to exist only for certain living species. At 
this point we might invoke some level of cerebral complexity, but here, 
again, nature will bifurcate with, on one side, those beings whose function-
ing is to be explained by causal, objective mechanisms and, on the other, 
those beings who (and that which falls under the term “who” could be cor-
relatively extended) enjoy, that is, those beings endowed with experience.

It is here, at last, that the demand for coherence produces its positive 
challenge. It is experience that must be affirmed. Not “experience” in terms 
of knowledge, consciousness, or perception, but experience in terms of cre-
ative self- determination with respect to something else. And such experi-



ence must be affirmed for everything that exists; if not, then incoherence 
will rule. As Whitehead wrote, “apart from the experience of subjects there 
is nothing, nothing, nothing, bare nothingness” (PR, 167).

The wonder that starts with the wonderful efficacy of expressive signs 
is now generalized. Signs may elicit intuition but what matters now is 
 “efficacy” itself— that is, the subjective, value- producing process of self- 
determination that is the coming into existence of everything that actually 
exists. A Whiteheadian subject is not something that simply exists and 
then happens to enjoy this or that; and it is not something that shares or 
does not share a community of intuition as elicited by a sign. What White-
head calls a subject is the very process of the becoming together, of becoming 
one and being enjoyed as one, of a many that are initially given as stemming 
from elsewhere. In other words, the sacrament associated with the sign was 
just a beginning. Whatever we call a cause, even a physical interaction, has 
no power to cause independently of the way in which it will be grasped in a 
subjective process of self- production. This subjective process of self- 
production is the self- production of what Whitehead called the “concres-
cence of an actual occasion.”

I will not go into the full conceptual construction of actual occasions 
here. But I do want to avoid a certain conceptual trap— namely, the idea 
that the proposition “actual occasions exist” is something Whitehead 
wanted his reader to accept as a matter of fact, as physicists have done 
with such propositions about atoms. Rather, I want to try to generate a 
feeling of the kind of efficacy that these fantastic metaphysical existents 
that he named “actual occasions” can produce, in terms of their being 
speculative abstractions. That which decides between their failure and 
success is indeed the transformation of emphasis that they must be able to 
produce with regard to the powerful and pragmatically justified abstrac-
tions that lure and sometimes dominate our experiences. The demand for 
coherence means that Whitehead’s speculative abstractions will be a fail-
ure if the kind of emphasis they produce maintains the privileges of those 
abstractions.

It is in this way that we can understand the most surprising feature of 
Whitehead’s actual occasions— that is, that they are indeed “occasions,” 
that is, temporally atomic. When the process of subjective self- determination 
of that which was initially given has been fulfilled, when the occasion has 
achieved its own specific individual being— its satisfaction— when the ini-
tial many have become one, the many are increased by one. The occasion 
has attained what Whitehead calls “objective immortality.” It will feel no 
longer, it will experience no longer, but it will be that which has to be felt by 
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other subsequent occasions. Thus, actual occasions imply that discontinu-
ity is primordial, while continuity and, thereby, all our usual perceptual 
habits, causal explanations, and the experience of ourselves as continuous 
identities have lost their claim and power to explain.

Whitehead is not claiming thereby that physics is wrong when it ex-
plains change in terms of physical entities continuously interacting with 
each other, and he is not asking us to avoid any interpretation of ourselves 
as living, intentional continuities. The role of actual occasions entails re-
straining the authority of explanations that take for granted any continu-
ous endurance and turn into interesting contrasts the oppositions that such 
explanations produce (freedom or consciousness as continuously “ours,” as 
against causality implying the action of something upon something else). 
This is why endurance will have to be conceptually explained, and it will be 
explained by what Whitehead characterizes as social order. What we call an 
electron, or ourselves as feeling endowed with a continuing life of its own, 
are societies, complex routes of occasions exhibiting some level of confor-
mity as each reproduces and confirms a way of feeling, of achieving its own 
identity, as proposed by the particular social environment it inherits.

But the temporal discontinuity of actual occasions is not simply a means 
to construct the one plane on which all that confronts us is to be described 
and characterized as societies. What also matters is that each occasion is, 
as such, a new occasion. When Whitehead first described the bifurcation 
of nature, his main concerns were perception and explanation, and he did 
not include the problem of novelty in his challenge. It is an important part 
of his conceptual adventure that he came to identify this problem as the 
ultimate challenge that his demand for coherence had to satisfy. It is no 
longer the enjoyment of the nightingale’s song that matters, but also the 
very hope and trust that suffuses the thinker, namely, that he or she will be 
able to produce new, relevant propositions.

The possibility of a breaking of social continuity by some new, non- 
conformal occasional mode of becoming one is why actual occasions mat-
ter. But novelty, defined as unpredictability, is not sufficient for coherence 
to be achieved. And it is also not sufficient to view conformity and noncon-
formity as opposed in the same way that “yes” and “no” are opposed. To 
belong to a society is, in a way, to answer “yes”— but the “no” of nonconfor-
mity is not the opposite of such an affirmative response. For Whitehead 
“no” is the germ of consciousness; it needs a very special social environ-
ment and cannot characterize novelty as such. What we need, conceptually 
speaking, is the possibility of “relevant” novelty or what Whitehead calls 



“originality.” If this possibility is not a primary conceptual feature, it will 
never be obtained without a bifurcation of nature, with the nightingale’s 
and our own social habits on the one hand, and, on the other, the very fact 
you are reading this essay with the faint hope that, maybe, I will provide 
the occasion for some new idea relevant to your own problems.

One of the challenges at work during the composition of Process and 
Reality was the implementation of the possibility of relevant novelty and 
the tuning of Whitehead’s conceptual agency until it was able to enhance 
and unfold into disclosure what originality demands. It does not mean that 
Whitehead has discovered the true nature of originality, but that the ques-
tion of originality obliged him to put to the test and revise his concepts. 
And this is the very role of the “ontological principle” that I alluded to at 
the start of this essay. For the “ontological principle” demands reasons and 
prohibits any easy appeal to creativity as explaining novelty. It thus confers 
upon novelty the power to compel thought.

To summarize, Whitehead produced a strict distinction between data as 
things that have to be felt, and the open, yet- to- be- determined question of 
how they will be felt (how they will become an ingredient in the superjec-
tive, final unification). This distinction between what we feel and how we 
feel it seems simple enough— philosophy is sheer disclosure. However, to 
make this distinction irreducible and to escape the possibility that experi-
ence, any experience, is reduced to a function that can be explained in terms 
of some kind of continuity necessitated Whitehead’s famous, but so easily 
misunderstood, “eternal objects.” The determination of the “how” of be-
coming cannot be derived from data because any determination involves 
the ingression of an eternal object. But this concept of ingression also en-
tailed Whitehead’s God without which no unrealized eternal object could 
ingress— that is, without which no new relevant novelty marked by a new 
“how” or new contrast would be possible. “Apart from the intervention of 
God, there could be nothing new in the world, and no order in the world. 
The course of creation would be a dead level of ineffectiveness, with all bal-
ance and intensity progressively excluded by the cross- currents of incom-
patibility” (PR, 247).

A constructivist stance is essential for this word “God” not to elicit a 
communion of scandalized intuition. Whitehead did not need God in 
order to answer an emotional or religious need, and the way he designed 
and redesigned this particular conceptual appliance makes it quite clear 
how strongly he felt the need to tune it precisely. In particular, God is not 
to be the source of social order, be it one that is exemplified by physical 
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laws or by moral habits. God’s functioning has to do with actual occasions 
alone or, more precisely, with the envisaging of each occasion as an oppor-
tunity for a slightly non- conformal, original feeling.

The fact that order needs novelty is not evident in physics since the rele-
vance of the laws of physics depends on the possibility of the definition of 
their specific social order being organized around conservation and func-
tional conformity. But for Whitehead, the fact that order needs novelty is 
evident in biology, in the very inconspicuous kind of novelty that is the 
capacity of any living being to adapt to a changing environment.

As always with Whitehead, the question of originality has been general-
ized into a wonder about what it is rather easy to take for granted or to ex-
plain away by natural, ad hoc explanations. For Whitehead, the fact that 
there is a certain originality in the response of a cell to an external stimulus 
does not have to be explained in social terms but is to be celebrated through 
the distinction between living societies and “Life.” “Life is a bid for free-
dom” (PR, 104), he wrote, not to be confused with the enduring order of 
living societies. Life “lurks in the interstices of every cell” (PR, 104– 5), shak-
ing off the shackles of the reiteration of the past.

As I have already stated, the primary value of Whitehead’s argument is 
to experiment how the demand for coherence, when systematically and 
constructively enacted, may modify our relations to our own experience. 
This can only be verified concretely, and in order to verify it, I will at last 
come back to the efficacy of the sign as eliciting a community of intuition. 
It was the starting point, the initial wonder, but it is now witness to a social 
achievement, as dominated by the settled ground of common understand-
ing and anticipation. As Whitehead remarked in Religion in the Making:

The sign cannot elicit what is not there. A note on a tuning fork can elicit a re-
sponse from the piano. But the piano has already in it the string tuned to the 
same note. In the same way the expressive sign elicits the existent intuition 
which would not otherwise emerge into individual distinctiveness. (RM, 133)

However, not all intuitions can be characterized in the same manner; there 
is a difference between “having understood” and those occasions when you 
feel the precariousness of your grasp, its readiness to disintegrate, or the 
beginning of a new intuition, or something that was not there before. And 
you can hear “angels sing” while listening to Whitehead and be afterwards 
in despair about understanding the course.

To hear angels sing is an experience akin to what poetry may achieve, at 
least when novelty in the use of words is not experienced as such but im-



mediately elicits a novel and original communion of intuition. Further-
more, the fact that for most students the experience faded away like a 
dream would not be seen as an obvious failure for poetry. But it certainly is 
a failure for philosophy. Achievement, for a philosopher, surely implies the 
transmission of concepts as the abstractions that they are, as appliances 
whose effectiveness will be verified by new, original modes of thought. Using 
Whitehead’s own concepts in order to describe this failure, one could say 
that the experience did not achieve socialization. The students’ habitual 
thought patterns endured, whilst the interstices, where the possibility of 
original, new lures for feeling lurked, closed down.

Whitehead clearly recognized the legitimacy of this response from his 
students when they turned his philosophical propositions into something 
like an art performance; they did not accept this experience as their own 
but attributed it to something that they would never be— singing angels: 
“we are no angels, we return to the settled ground.” Whitehead knew that 
it was not a simple matter of the reception of ideas that was at stake, but 
becoming, the students’ own becoming.

Such is the power of what Whitehead called propositions, luring abstrac-
tions that are not to be confused with sentences (which eventually serve as 
their vehicles), that their acceptance into experience may disrupt social 
order. “When a non- conformal proposition is admitted into feeling  .  .  . a 
novelty has emerged into creation. The novelty may promote or destroy 
order; it may be good or bad. But it is new, a new type of individual, and not 
merely a new intensity of individual feeling” (PR, 187). Thought patterns, as 
with everything that endures, are societies that succeed in holding together 
and in maintaining themselves, or they collapse. No transcendental legiti-
macy can authorize criticizing the students whose thought patterns resisted 
collapse. Indeed the students’ refusal may have been a saving one since it can 
be that a new, non- conformal actuality appears in “the wrong society amid 
which its claims to efficacy act mainly as inhibitions” (PR, 223). For White-
head, “insistence on birth at the wrong season is the trick of evil” (PR, 223).

Now, it is a clear empirical fact that, when reading Process and Reality, 
we do not hear angels sing but have to face and experiment the challenge to 
our usual thought patterns. This is not a failure in Whitehead’s terms, as 
the elucidation of experience that he wished to induce was not to be a mat-
ter of immediate enjoyment but was to induce disclosure about the task of 
philosophy, that is, engineering relevant abstractions. And it may be that 
the very strange experience of reading Process and Reality exhibits and dra-
matizes an aspect of the very problem that Whitehead wanted to address. 
Indeed, beyond the incoherence of our dominant modern abstractions 

 A CONSTRUCTIVIST READING OF PROCESS AND REALITY 61



62 ISABELLE STENGERS

there is another problem, that of the way in which we accept the domina-
tion of abstractions— that is, the way in which we consent to forget or ne-
glect what we are aware of when it cannot be formulated in a clear, self- 
contained way.

Whitehead was not a Bergsonian; this domination was not, for him, a 
result of the weakness of the human mind against which the philosopher 
has to struggle. Rather, Whitehead linked it with an historical event, that 
of writing taking a dominant position in our intellectual life. In Modes of 
Thought, he states that speech is as old as human nature, it could even be said 
to be human nature itself, whilst writing is comparable to the steam engine. 
It is important, modern, and artificial (MT, 37). Writing gave us increased 
powers of thought, of analysis, of recollection, and of conjecture, but an ideal 
of self- sufficiency associated with writing (though not compelled by writing) 
also came historically to govern, or misgovern, our understanding of the 
function of language. Before the advent of writing, Whitehead guesses that 
speech could not be separated from the interfusion of emotional expression 
and signaling and always entailed an immediate situation. “Whether it was 
signal or expression, above all things it was this reaction to that situation in 
this environment” (MT, 38). But when we talk now, we entertain the ideal 
that we can abstract the meanings of the words that we use from the presup-
position of any particular environment. “We cannot congratulate ourselves 
too warmly on the fact that we are born among people who can talk about 
green in abstraction from springtime. But at this point we must remember 
the warning— Nothing too much” (MT, 38).

To “civilize” abstractions, which was Whitehead’s aim, means to engi-
neer the kind of new, relevant abstractions that would not overcome the 
specific, mutually incompatible partiality of our usual abstractions but 
would transform the drama of their contradiction into a feeling of the di-
vergence between their respective, specific, social definitions of what mat-
ters. And it also means to elicit into sheer disclosure the exaggerated trust 
we have in our own abstractions. Whitehead did not want to have readers 
merely being told about abstractions that are able to civilize modern, proud 
incoherence. He wanted to actually transform the experience of his readers 
with regard to the role of abstractions that writing has promoted.

Whitehead states at the very beginning of Process and Reality that the 
“fundamental ideas” that he will propose all presuppose each other, but 
not as words do in a dictionary, where each is definable in terms of the 
 others. Instead, what he meant by this was that what was indefinable in one 
idea could not be abstracted from its relevance to the others. In other 
words, Whitehead was going to use writing and the increased powers of 



thought, of analysis, of recollection, and of conjecture that writing makes 
possible in order to provide the environment needed for his abstractions to 
counteract the very kind of trust in our abstractions that an authoritative 
use of writing has induced— namely, the idea that abstractions have a 
meaning that is independent of their context: the idea, for instance, that we 
know very well what is green in abstraction from our experience of spring-
time. In Process and Reality, despite the definitions that Whitehead gives, 
we cannot but feel that the definition does not provide the settled ground 
that permits the communion of intuition that we call meaning. Each ab-
straction is mutely appealing for an imaginative leap, and it is this very 
leap that cannot be abstracted from its relevance to other abstractions that 
are also calling for an imaginative leap.

This is why you cannot read Process and Reality from the first to the last 
page, in a linear manner, but must zigzag, using the index, being lured to 
come back to something you recollect but that had remained mute and 
now takes on a new importance, taking the leap that you have just felt is 
possible. And it may also be why Whitehead’s writing zigzagged as well, 
why he abstained from a careful rewriting of the whole text each time he 
redesigned his own concepts. Each new insertion, each new addition was 
to be understood as a partially explicit definition of what had, until then, 
been indefinable for him. And it may be, finally, that the very fact that his 
text does not run smoothly like a steam engine that has to avoid clashes or 
bumps is as important as the content of the book. It demonstrates how 
Whitehead was working against the kind of ideal, self- contained abstrac-
tions that writing induces, the definition of which is that of direct access, 
or of “double click” as Bruno Latour calls it. We may well complain that 
this does not make for an easy read, but we cannot say that Whitehead be-
trayed the urgent challenge that he set as the task of modern philosophy: to 
make the ideal of coherence matter.
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An important debate among contemporary philosophers concerns 
the very role of philosophy itself, and especially the nature of its relation-
ship to science. James Ladyman and David Ross, for example, have recent-
ly argued that it is not philosophy but rather science, and more precisely 
physics, that best provides the answers philosophers have long asked about 
the nature of reality. The famous physicist Stephen Hawking states the 
point even more blithely in his latest book, concluding that “philosophy is 
dead.”1 Ladyman and Ross may not go this far, but according to the “sci-
entism” they endorse, they would indeed argue that philosophy’s only mean-
ingful role as metaphysics is to show how the various sciences relate to one 
another, and more importantly how all the special sciences ultimately derive 
from fundamental physics. In short, with Ladyman and Ross, we have a 
form of scientific reductionism.

The Deleuzian position to be put forth in this essay will resist placing 
philosophy into a subservient role to the sciences, as the sciences’ hand-
maiden so to speak. The position to be argued for here can be traced to 
Husserl and Heidegger, and especially to the trajectory Deleuze’s thought 
takes with respect to their philosophies. Deleuze argues, for instance, as 
did Husserl and Heidegger before him, that the task of philosophy is to ad-
dress problems that are irreducible to scientific treatment— namely, those 
problems associated with life, or what Husserl discussed as problems inte-
gral to the lebenswelt.

In addition to the importance of Husserl and Heidegger to understand-
ing the Deleuzian position concerning the nature of philosophy to be ar-
gued for here, this essay will posit that there are two key sources that are 
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even more significant in their influence— namely, Hume and Whitehead. 
This might be surprising since Hume is often credited with laying the phil-
osophical foundations for scientific positivism, and by derivation the sci-
entism of Ladyman and Ross; and Whitehead may be thought to be too 
strongly connected with Bertrand Russell, with whom he wrote Principia 
Mathematica, and thus with Russell’s efforts to develop a “scientific philos-
ophy.”2 Both Hume and Whitehead might thus seem to be ill- chosen figures 
from whom to draw so much significance in arguing for the independence 
of philosophy. That this might be thought to be the case is a reflection, I 
shall argue, of the hegemonic status the scientific paradigm of philosophy 
has today, and it is precisely this paradigm that I shall challenge.

To begin to make the case, it will be helpful to turn first to Ladyman and 
Ross’s reading of the Husserlian/Heideggerean legacy to see how they place 
it within an understanding of the history of philosophy. Put bluntly, Lady-
man and Ross argue that both Husserl and Heidegger are ultimately en-
gaging in a form of “philosophical anthropology” that is not “interested in 
objective truth.” In other words, the efforts of Husserl and Heidegger may 
be illuminating with respect to our human experience of the world, but 
they are not, in the end, capable of revealing the true, objective nature of 
reality; only the sciences, Ladyman and Ross argue, and physics in partic-
ular, can do that. Their argument is not with Heidegger in particular but, 
as they put it, “with philosophers who claim to share this interest [in objec-
tive truth], but then fail properly to pay attention to our basic source of in-
formation about objective reality”—  namely, as Ladyman and Ross will go 
on to argue, the findings of our best contemporary physics.3 The Husserl- 
based argument will be resumed shortly, when beginning to build a Deleu-
zian case in defense of philosophy, but it should first be noted that there are 
others who are arriving, albeit by different means, at similar conclusions to 
those reached here. For example, Michael Della Rocca, L. A. Paul, Eric 
Schliesser, and others have all argued that philosophy has a role that is quite 
distinct from science and a role that is essential to science without being sub-
servient to it.4 In the argument to be made here, following Deleuze, it is 
 philosophy’s distinctive task to create concepts for addressing the prob-
lematic, indeterminate nature of reality and thus to provide the resources 
for thinking through aspects of reality that are not available to those who 
rely strictly on the resources of the natural sciences. Philosophy may well 
draw from the resources of the sciences, as I have argued elsewhere,5 but 
the philosophical concepts, problems, and efforts to which such resources 
contribute are irreducible to the work of the natural sciences. This distinc-
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tive role for philosophy becomes especially evident at times when estab-
lished ways of thinking about reality, or when established scientific as well 
as moral practices, are in flux, and both Hume and Whitehead provide in-
dispensable resources for thinking through such times.

There is a historical narrative that is frequently told in order to support 
the claim that philosophy has nothing special or distinctive to say about 
reality and that ultimately it is and ought to be subordinate to the sciences, 
which does have something legitimate to say. This history is in many ways 
the history of the modern world— the world, as the standard narrative tells 
us, that turned in the beginning of the seventeenth century away from the 
sacred and the speculative toward the secular and the empirical. Although 
moving at times in fits and starts, this turn was definitive and inexorable, 
and one result has been that philosophy has come to be seen as inextricably 
tied to science. Ladyman and Ross place their book, Every Thing Must Go, 
within this historical narrative, and they place Hume at the center of their 
narrative!

This book is not hostile to metaphysics; indeed, it is an exercise in metaphysics. 
However, we think that the kind of intellectual atmosphere that led Hume, and 
later Russell, the Vienna Circle, and Reichenbach, to denounce whole leading 
branches of the philosophy of their times as scholastic have arisen again [sic]. It 
seems, inductively, that such moments recur endemically in the discipline.6

Since the time of Descartes’s efforts to align philosophy with the natural 
sciences, philosophy frequently and endemically loses its way and gets lost 
within the echo chamber of philosophers arguing with one another while 
forgetting that there “is an important source of opinion besides rational 
arguments.”7 Hence the need for the philosophical heroes of this modern-
ist narrative: Hume, Russell, Carnap, and Reichenbach.

In the case of Hume, again as the modernist narrative tells us, it was the 
rationalist “intellectual atmosphere,” and its presumption to attain a priori 
knowledge about the world, that led Hume to attempt, in his Treatise, to 
employ the experimental methods of science as exemplified in the work of 
Newton. For Russell, it was the predominance of idealist philosophy at the 
turn of the twentieth century, and in particular the philosophy of Bradley, 
that led both Russell and G. E. Moore to advocate, respectively, a realist 
and common- sense philosophy that was better attuned to the findings and 
methods of science. Carnap and the Vienna Circle emerged as a reaction 
against the then- perceived dominance within German philosophy of Hus-
serlian phenomenology, and Heidegger in particular. (Carnap’s oft- cited 
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critique of Heidegger is frequently offered as evidence of the nonsensical, 
misguided path of Heidegger.)8

This essay lacks the space to explore the recent findings that complicate 
the historical narrative within which Ladyman and Ross place their book. 
But it is worth mentioning that the reactions of Russell and Carnap, for 
example, to the “atmosphere” of their day are much more complex than 
the modernist narrative would lead one to believe. Michael Della Rocca, 
for one, has shown how the Russellian move against Bradley was problem-
atic because it rejects the principle of sufficient reason, and moreover this 
Russellian move is not wholly endorsed by the analytic tradition itself 
(Della Rocca argues that Quine’s arguments against the analytic- synthetic 
distinction have a Bradleyan flavor to them in that they rely on the princi-
ple of sufficient reason).9 In the case of Carnap’s rejection of the philosophy 
of Heidegger (and the late Husserl and by extension the continental tradi-
tion of philosophy as a whole), Abraham Stone has shown that the famous 
critique of Heidegger’s passages from his Introduction to Metaphysics, es-
pecially the “nothing that nihilates” passage, were not simply cursory dis-
missals of Heidegger’s project. To the contrary, Stone shows, the criticism 
is a conclusion Carnap reaches after a very deep engagement with prob-
lems Carnap saw as common to himself and Heidegger, with Carnap ul-
timately disagreeing only with the manner in which these problems were 
addressed.10

Both Della Rocca’s and Stone’s historical accounts of the reaction of 
Russell and Carnap against the “intellectual atmosphere” of their day show 
that Russell and Carnap both continued in many ways to work through the 
problems that were central to that very “intellectual atmosphere.” For Rus-
sell and Bradley, as Della Rocca tells it, this was the problem of accounting 
for relations. For Bradley, the relation between thought and the object 
of thought cannot be justified or given sufficient reason, and therefore he 
does away with this relation, whereas  Russell maintains the relation, but 
to do so, he does away with the principle of sufficient reason. For Carnap 
and Heidegger, the problem is to maintain the spirit of Kant’s project while 
doing away with some of its problematic notions, such as the Ding an sich, 
and as they develop their respective approaches, the difference between them 
boils down to the problem of determining “what constitutes a responsible 
and therefore clear and significant use of language.”11

As one unpacks the historical details of the problems that motivated the 
heroes of the modernist narrative, one finds that while it may be accurate 
to say that the reaction to the “intellectual atmosphere” of the day did en-
tail a “return” to the ways of natural science, accompanying this return 
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was an active philosophical engagement with problems that motivated ap-
proaches that were then left behind by the turn to science. What was left 
behind was the philosophical engagement with problems that are irreduc-
ible to the methodologies and practices of the sciences. A consequence of 
this philosophical engagement is the creation of concepts that address con-
cerns that are distinctively philosophical and thus give to philosophy a task 
that is both independent from and ultimately essential to science.

To begin clarifying the distinctive nature of philosophy, it will be use-
ful to turn to the first of the heroes listed in Ladyman and Ross’s modern-
ist narrative— Hume. By returning to Hume we will find Hume tackling a 
problem that will be shared, I argue, by those who argue for scientism and 
by those who call for the independence of philosophy. In short, Hume’s 
problematic, or what I will call, following Husserl, the constitutional prob-
lem, is precisely what makes possible the contestable difference between a 
philosophy that is the subservient handmaiden to science and a philoso-
phy that is not, and it is this difference that underlies much of post- 
Kantian philosophy. By returning to Hume, therefore, I will argue that 
scientism is a neo- Kantian solution to a Humean philosophical problem, 
and by exploring alternative approaches to this problem— namely, those of 
Husserl, Whitehead, and Deleuze— I will show that there is an equally im-
portant role for philosophy— namely, that of being a creator of concepts— 
that is irreducible to science and yet essential to our understanding of real-
ity and hence to science itself.

Beginning with Husserl may seem to be an unlikely place to establish a 
connection with Hume. After all, Husserl sought to establish a transcenden-
tal philosophy that would provide a secure foundation for the sciences, and 
his neo- Kantian move to base this philosophy on the pure “transcendental 
ego” would seem to be moving in a diametrically opposite direction from 
Hume. Moreover, to connect Hume and Husserl would appear to conflate 
Husserl’s philosophical task, especially given the metaphysical status of the 
pure transcendental ego for Husserl (or the lebenswelt in his late writings), 
with Hume’s scientific, experimental efforts. Such a conflation, when it comes 
to Husserl, is common, however, and has been noted from the beginning 
when Dorion Cairns, for example, who was one of Husserl’s prominent stu-
dents in the 1920s, criticized Sidney Hook’s account of Husserl’s project for 
being guilty of such conflation.12

Cairns’s critique of Hook is significant for a number of reasons. First 
and foremost among them is that Cairns was intimately connected to the 
historical context discussed above— namely, the resurgence of realism as a 
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counter to the then- dominant atmosphere of idealism as found in the work 
of Bradley. When Dorion Cairns entered Harvard University as an under-
graduate in 1919, he became a protégé of Raphael Demos, who was close 
friends with Bertrand Russell and a proponent of Russell’s form of realism. 
The chair of the department, Ralph Barton Perry, was also a strong propo-
nent of the new realism and was one of six signatories to the important 
1910 “Program and First Platform of Six Realists,”13 which was the mani-
festo for the new realists and anticipated in many ways the manifesto of the 
Vienna Circle.14 Key to the “program” and “platform” of the six realists was 
the desire to align philosophy with the methodological approach of the sci-
ences, or, as they stated it, the “hope [is] to develop a common technique, a 
common terminology, and so finally a common doctrine which will enjoy 
some measure of authority which the natural sciences possess.”15 While a 
student, Cairns had heard Husserl mentioned favorably as being among 
the realist philosophers, and a philosopher Russell particularly liked.16 With 
his interest piqued, Cairns pursued graduate study with Husserl from 1924 
to 1926, and again in 1931; this work resulted in his 1933 dissertation and 
was subsequently published as The Philosophy of Edmund Husserl (Harvard 
University Press, 1933).

When Cairns offered his assessment of Hook’s 1930 “impression” of Ger-
man philosophy, and of Husserl in particular, it was as a Husserl expert. 
Cairns begins his response by citing a long passage in which Hook argues, 
among other things, that Husserl’s phenomenological call for researchers to 
“keep their eyes on the object” results in phenomenology being “the stron-
gest analytical group in Germany and closest to the English and American 
school of neo- realism.”17 Hook, in other words, accepted Husserl as a neo-
realist, as someone in line with Russell’s and the American neorealists’ po-
sitions. Husserl, on Hook’s account, would be one of the heroes of scientism. 
While Cairns, like Hook, had initially been told that Husserl was a realist, 
years of studying with Husserl had led Cairns to a very different conclusion 
about Husserl.

Cairns argues that Hook’s neorealist formulation, “keeping one’s eyes 
on the object,” is a bad definition of the phenomenological method, for it 
is not “the mere object, but the subjective act with its intentional correlate 
as such [the noematic correlate as it comes to be called by Husserl], which 
is the fundamental datum.”18 Hook thus conflates Husserl’s phenomeno-
logical project with that of the natural sciences; Cairns accuses Hook of 
treating Husserl’s phenomenology as merely a “logicized psychology” (or “a 
logicized version of pre- Lockean psychology” as Hook puts it).19 Whereas 
psychology “deals with the actual nature of existent minds,” Cairns points 
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out that phenomenology “deals with the necessary nature of acts, quite 
apart from the reality or unreality of their exemplifications.”20 Hook reads 
Husserl’s methodology as scientific, and in a naïve realist sense where this 
means, for Husserl, that the sciences presuppose “a universe of constituted 
transcendencies.”21 Such a reading is understandable if one assumes, as Hook 
does, following Cairns’ Harvard mentors, that Husserl is to be placed among 
the new realists and that his philosophical project accepts the neorealists’ 
call to develop a methodology with “a common technique, a common termi-
nology, and so finally a common doctrine which will enjoy some measure of 
that authority which the natural sciences possess.”22

To some extent Hook’s reading is defensible. Husserl certainly understood 
transcendental phenomenology to be a “genuine science,” but this is because 
the problem for phenomenology, as Cairns well knew, is not a matter of best 
developing a methodology and terminology to address “constituted transcen-
dencies,” but rather it is the problem of the constitution of these transcenden-
cies themselves that is central to Husserl’s project. Husserl thus sought to de-
velop phenomenology as the “genuine science” that is presupposed by all the 
natural sciences, whereas Hook and the Harvard school saw it as continuous 
with them.

Hook, in other words, remained captive to what Husserl refers to as the 
naïveté of the natural attitude, when it is the task of phenomenology to 
detail the constitutive acts of consciousness, regardless of the reality or un-
reality of the objects being constituted. Returning now to the modernist 
narrative, and to Ladyman and Ross’s placement of Hume at the head of its 
pantheon of heroes, it appears that it may be quite inappropriate to associ-
ate Hume with Husserl, as is indeed what I argue. Is not Hume, as the mod-
ernist narrative tells us, calling for an embrace of the natural attitude, and 
its attendant scientific realism, when the key move of phenomenology is to 
bracket the natural attitude altogether and thus not take into consideration 
the reality or unreality of the constituted objects but rather the constitutive 
processes themselves? In short, how could Humean empiricism, with its 
embrace of the natural attitude, be reconciled with the phenomenological 
bracketing of the natural attitude?

The problems just highlighted begin to vanish, however, when one looks 
at the historical narrative Husserl himself offered as part of the rationale 
behind the development of phenomenology. As Husserl understands it, an 
important part of phenomenology’s impetus was its effort to grapple with a 
problem that Husserl claimed was discovered by Hume, and a problem 
that was central to Hume’s own project. Husserl refers to this as the “uni-
versal concrete problem of transcendental philosophy,” which is the 
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“‘constitutional’ problem of accounting for how the transcendence of be-
liefs [in causal necessity, for instance] can be constituted solely on the basis 
of the givens immanent to the mind.”23 Thus, in Hume’s Treatise, the prob-
lem was one of taking “the repetition of perfectly similar instances [that] 
can never alone give rise to an original idea,” and then show how an origi-
nal idea, such as the idea of causal necessity, came to be.24

For Husserl, however, Hume did not develop the full implications of the 
“constitutional” problem and did indeed remain captive to the naïveté of 
the natural attitude and its embrace of “naturalistic sensualism” when he 
failed to grasp the essential constitutive relationship between the data of 
sensualism and an intentional consciousness. According to Husserl, Kant 
did not make this mistake and went to great lengths to address the “con-
crete problem of transcendental philosophy” by showing how the very 
 objects of experience presuppose certain pure concepts of the understand-
ing. By recognizing the importance of such pure concepts, Husserl argues— 
unlike the empiricists such as Hume, who thought of formal logic “as mostly 
a worthless scholastic survival”— that Kant’s approach rehabilitated the le-
gitimacy of formal logic. And yet Kant, Husserl claims, “asked no transcen-
dental questions about formal logic.”25 In short, what is needed, according to 
Husserl, is both a formal logic and a transcendental logic. Kant did the for-
mer but not the latter, whereas Husserl did both.

The last major piece of the historical puzzle that set the stage for Husserl’s 
own project was Brentano’s discovery of the intentionality of consciousness. 
Whatever the transcendent unities and objects of consciousness may be, 
whether formal or empirical, they are all related to the consciousness that is 
the consciousness of these unities, or consciousness simply is the conscious-
ness of something. But even Brentano had not gone quite far enough, accord-
ing to Husserl. Although Brentano discovered the importance of the inten-
tionality of consciousness, there was “no unraveling of the intentionalities 
involved, no uncovering of the ‘multiplicities’ in which the ‘unity’ becomes 
constituted.”26 In other words, we are back to Hume’s “constitutional” prob-
lem of accounting for the constitution of unities from amidst a multiplicity 
of intentionalities.

A case can indeed be made, then, that Husserl should be correctly linked 
with Hume, but not for the reasons Hook might have offered— namely, that 
both Husserl and Hume exemplify realist reactions to the anti-  or nonsci-
entific philosophical atmosphere of the day. As we have begun to see, what 
connects Hume and Husserl is the shared problematic, the constitutional 
problem, and not only does this problematic not fit snugly within the mod-
ernist narrative as told by Ladyman and Ross (among others), but it also 
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problematizes key presuppositions of this narrative. To begin to see how 
this is so, I will turn now to a discussion of Whitehead, and then follow 
this up with a discussion of Deleuze. A consequence of these discussions 
will be a history of modern philosophy that is a viable alternative to the 
modernist story that is so widely accepted among those who accept the 
vision for philosophy that scientism proposes. In short, I will outline a 
tradition of Humean phenomenology that includes Husserl, Whitehead, 
and Deleuze (and given enough time, it could be shown to have roots in 
Spinoza).

Whitehead might initially seem to be even more strongly aligned with the 
early twentieth- century neorealists than Husserl. After all, Whitehead co-
wrote Principia Mathematica with Russell, a book that would be a profound 
influence upon the Vienna Circle and Carnap’s Aufbau in particular.27 With-
out venturing too far into the history of Whitehead’s intellectual develop-
ment, and the extent to which Whitehead departed from his early work 
with Russell, one can say that it is clear that by the time of the publication 
of Process and Reality (1929) Whitehead had developed a metaphysics that 
draws from Hume in a way that connects along important lines with the 
work of Husserl and Deleuze.

Stated baldly, the central problem of Process and Reality is the constitu-
tional problem that preoccupied Husserl, and even with Whitehead, there 
appear a series of “critiques” of the historical tradition that mirror Husserl’s. 
As Husserl criticized Hume, Kant, and Brentano for not fully embracing 
the constitutional problem, so too does Whitehead embrace the constitu-
tional problem and see a crucial part of his metaphysical project as being 
the task of critique.28 More precisely, Whitehead argues that unities are 
derivative of a constitutional process, and he criticizes philosophical posi-
tions that make the derivative (unities) primary and the primary (process) 
derivative. This is, for example, exactly Whitehead’s critique of Hume. As 
Whitehead puts it,

Our bodily experience is primarily an experience of the dependence of presen-
tational immediacy upon causal efficacy. Hume’s doctrine inverts this rela-
tionship by making the causal efficacy, as an experience, dependent upon pre-
sentational immediacy. (PR, 176)

Key to unpacking Whitehead’s criticism of Hume is to understand how 
Whitehead sees “presentational immediacy” being derived from a “causal 
efficacy.” The first thing to note is that Whitehead does not call for a scientific 
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account of experience, one that accounts for the “presentational immedia-
cy” of conscious experience in terms of determinate causal factors (biologi-
cal, neurological, etc.). The crucial concept Whitehead develops (creates) to 
account for “presentational immediacy” is prehension, and Whitehead is 
quite forthright that this account is not one founded on firsthand experi-
ence (that is, in terms of presentational immediacy): “But prehensions in the 
mode of presentational immediacy are among those prehensions which we 
enjoy with the most vivid consciousness. These prehensions are late deriva-
tives in the concrescence of an experient subject” (PR, 162). In other words, 
the prehensions of presentational immediacy, the evidence of firsthand ex-
perience, are derivative of more fundamental prehensions that allow for 
the possibility of the experient subject itself as well as this subject’s deter-
minate, identifiable experiences.

To understand the relationship between the prehensions that take on 
the “mode of presentational immediacy” and those prehensions from 
which they derive, it is important to see the manner in which Whitehead 
believes that his project involves “extending and rigidly applying Hume’s 
principle, that ideas of reflections are derived from actual facts” (PR, 40). 
As Hume sets forth the difference between impressions and impressions 
of reflection early in his Treatise, he claims that the first “kind arises in the 
soul originally, from unknown causes  .  .  . [and] the second is derived in a 
great measure from our ideas.”29 As an example, Hume offers that the “idea 
of pleasure or pain, when it returns upon the soul, produces the new im-
pressions of desire and aversion, hope and fear, which may properly be 
called impressions of reflexion, because derived from it.”30 For Whitehead, 
however, the “actual facts” from which the impressions of reflection are ulti-
mately derived are not facts as self- contained identities and existents. White-
head repeatedly criticizes Hume for beginning with such self- completed 
identities, what he calls the “full Positivist doctrine of Hume,” whereby 
“every impression of sensation is a distinct existence” (AI, 129, 125). This 
criticism follows naturally from Whitehead’s working premise, which is 
that what is ultimate is “process” rather than “facts”; unfortunately, much 
of Western philosophy (though not Eastern, Whitehead notes) has put 
facts before process (PR, 7). For Whitehead, by contrast, the “ultimate facts 
of experience are actual entities, prehensions, and nexus. All else is, for our 
experience, derivative abstraction” (PR, 20).

To detail what Whitehead means by an “actual entity,” and how it is to 
be contrasted with “facts,” would take far too much space to cover in this 
essay, for it is one of the central tasks of Process and Reality as a whole to 
elaborate this distinction and to make the case that the ultimate is process 
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or “creativity,” while completed, distinct facts are abstractions. We can, 
however, by continuing to focus on Whitehead’s reaction to and extension 
of Hume’s project, gain an illuminating window on Whitehead’s project and 
in turn prepare the way for a discussion of Deleuze. Whitehead does indeed 
reject aspects of Hume’s approach, as we saw, but he argues that Hume will, 
almost despite himself, do much to prepare the way for the philosophy of 
organism that Whitehead pursues in Process and Reality. For example, while 
claiming that each impression has a “distinct existence,” Whitehead argues 
that it is significant that Hume then goes on and “clothes each impression 
with force and liveliness,” adding that it “must be distinctly understood that 
no prehension, even of bare sensa, can be divested of its affective tone, that 
is to say, of its character of a ‘concern’ in the Quaker sense. Concernedness is 
of the essence of perception” (AI, 180). The reference to the Quaker use of 
the term “concern” is telling. As Quakers use the term, a concern is an “ur-
gent interest, implicitly God- given,” to take on a particular action or service, 
and this is to be contrasted with a notion that does not prompt such a cru-
sade or calling, or it is a concern that does not survive rigorous testing.31 As a 
concern a prehension is thus an affective or subjective feeling that calls for a 
realization, for a bringing into being. What this affective feeling or prehen-
sion is bringing into being, however, is the subject of the feeling itself; or, as 
Whitehead makes clear, actual entities share with God the character of 
self- causation, which for Whitehead is simply another way of saying that 
“an actual entity feels as it does feel in order to be the actual entity which it 
is” (PR, 222).

This coming to be of an actual entity entails a process of prehending a 
substantive multiplicity of eternal objects as well as other actual entities. By 
“substantive multiplicity” what is meant is that eternal objects do not con-
stitute a determinate and predetermining set of entities (neither a predeter-
mining unity nor multiple).32 “Eternal objects” is the term Whitehead uses 
instead of the traditional term “universal,” and “actual entity” is what he 
uses instead of “particular.”33 The reason Whitehead departs from the use of 
the term “particular” is that a particular has generally (but falsely) come to 
be thought of “as being just its individual self with no necessary relevance 
to any other particular” (PR, 50). By contrast, for Whitehead, “if we allow 
for degrees of relevance, and for negligible relevance, we must say that 
every actual entity is present in every other actual entity” (PR, 50).34 White-
head similarly breaks with the traditional understanding of universals 
whereby they too are thought of in the manner of abstract particulars that 
are unrelated to other universals. On the one hand, Whitehead does con-
tinue to think that “each eternal object is an individual,” and that this 
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“particular individuality is the individual essence of the object, and cannot 
be described otherwise than as being itself,” and therefore the “[eternal] ob-
ject in all modes of ingression is just its identical self” (SMW, 159). On the 
other hand, Whitehead is quite clear in arguing that an “eternal object, con-
sidered as an abstract entity, cannot be divorced from its reference to other 
eternal objects” (SMW, 159). Eternal objects are thus related to one another, 
or each eternal object has what Whitehead calls a “relational essence,” and 
the prehension of eternal objects as well as of other actual entities results in 
what Whitehead calls the “ingression” (or “participation” in deference to 
Plato) of the eternal objects into the processual nature of an actual entity 
(SMW, 160). With respect to any actual entity (or actual occasion, the terms 
being synonymous for Whitehead),35 there is an indeterminate relationship 
between the eternal objects and actual entities. In other words, the eternal 
objects do not predetermine the manner in which they will be actualized 
(or ingressed) within an actual entity, but as prehended in the actualization 
of an actual entity, the eternal object constitutes the determinate, identifi-
able nature of an actual entity.36 In other words, Whitehead’s theory of the 
prehension of eternal objects is an attempt to account for the emergence of a 
new, identifiable entity without presupposing the identities that would de-
termine this entity; that is, Whitehead is addressing the “constitutional” 
problem.

Whitehead’s version of the constitutional process is not carried out by 
way of any “regulative principle,” and thus Whitehead breaks with the 
Kantian approach of calling upon the pure concepts of the understanding 
to provide the rules for the synthesis of the manifold or multiplicity of data. 
Whitehead would also reject Husserl’s claim that the constitutive processes 
are ultimately grounded in a pure, transcendental ego.37 In the cases of Kant 
and Husserl, the Humean “constitutional” problem is abandoned because 
unity and identity are assumed in the very account of the constitution of 
unity and identity themselves. This is why the self- cause of actual entities is 
so important to Whitehead, for in this way we do indeed have process or 
creativity as the ultimate, and the unities and identities of facts are deriva-
tive. It is thus in the process of the prehension of eternal objects as indeter-
minate substantive multiplicity, and the resulting self- constitution of an 
actual entity, that a regulative rule comes into being in accordance with this 
self- constitution. As Whitehead puts it, “these data [namely, eternal objects 
and actual entities] in their own separate natures do not carry any regula-
tive principle for their synthesis. The regulative principle is derived from 
the novel unity which is imposed on them by the novel creature in process 
of constitution” (AI, 255).
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It appears then that Whitehead has fully embraced the Humean 
problematic— namely, to account for the emergence of order and identity 
without presupposing order and identity. Even God, Whitehead argues, “is 
not to be treated as an exception to all metaphysical principles, invoked to 
save their collapse. He is their chief exemplification” (PR, 343). In other 
words, God is to be understood according to the same metaphysics as are 
all other actual entities and are not taken by Whitehead to be a presup-
posed, already completed identity that forestalls the collapse of becoming 
into chaos. Nonetheless, God provides what you might call the formal im-
petus of all actual entities, and an impetus that ultimately does stave off the 
veering of process into chaos. “God,” Whitehead argues, “is the principle 
of concretion; namely, he is that actual entity from which each temporal 
concrescence receives that initial aim from which its self- causation starts” 
(PR, 244). It is at this point where we find Whitehead wavering in his com-
mitment to what has been identified as the Humean problematic. Towards 
the end of Process and Reality, Whitehead claims that the “universe includes 
a threefold creative act composed of (1) the one infinite conceptual realiza-
tion, (2) the multiple solidarity of free physical realizations in the temporal 
world, (3) the ultimate unity of the multiplicity of actual fact with the pri-
mordial conceptual fact” (PR, 346). In fleshing out his claim that reality is 
the marriage of opposites, of God and World, eternal and temporal, White-
head contends that actual entities occur in the middle realm between God 
and World— or stated more precisely, that actual entities are nothing less 
than the process that involves both the infinite conceptual realization of 
eternal objects and their physical realizations in the temporal world. 
But  these realizations as process and creativity are “free”— they are not 
predetermined— and hence there is the potential for chaos, for a becoming 
that becomes cancerous and disorderly, or for one that becomes stifling and 
overly stratified. Coming to the rescue, however, according to Whitehead, is 
“the patience of God, tenderly saving the turmoil of the intermediate world 
by the completion of his own nature” (PR, 346). There are thus two related 
senses in which Whitehead’s metaphysics does not fully embrace the Hu-
mean problematic. First, God is the exemplary actual entity that provides 
the “initial aim” from which the temporal concrescence of self- causing ac-
tual entities gets its start; and secondly the “completion of God’s nature” 
assures an orderly world of actual entities.

Whitehead thus follows through on his claim to “construct a critique of 
pure feeling, in the philosophical position in which Kant put his critique of 
Pure Reason” (PR, 113). Whereas Kant, according to Whitehead, presup-
poses an “orderliness of feeling” in his account of how the impressions come 
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to be synthesized by way of the transcendental aesthetic, Whitehead pro-
vides a critique that accounts for the constitution of the orderliness of 
feelings themselves. But a constitutive process inseparable from the self- 
constitution of actual entities, and a process guided by the feelings and con-
cern of the prehensions of the actual entity, are nonetheless intimately con-
nected to a guarantor of successful realization— namely, God. With this 
move, we see that despite a significant return to and use of Hume in the 
development of his metaphysics—  and a metaphysics that gives a distinc-
tive place to philosophy— Whitehead does not fully embrace the Humean 
project as it is sketched here in this essay. Turning now to Deleuze, we will 
find that he too was working within the Humean problematic, but in a way 
that is perfectly consistent with Whitehead’s project.

It is generally recognized among Deleuze scholars that Difference and Rep-
etition is probably Deleuze’s most significant contribution to philosophy. It 
was, as Deleuze himself admits, the first time he sat down to do philosophy 
rather than comment on and think through other philosophers. Central to 
his philosophy are two key concepts: difference and repetition (unsurpris-
ingly!). As for the concept of difference, Deleuze argues in the 1994 English 
edition preface that “All that I have done since, including what I wrote with 
Guattari,” has consisted in attempting to avoid what “the majority of phi-
losophers had done,” which was to subordinate “difference to identity or to 
the same”; his task, instead, was to think difference in itself. This theme has 
been covered quite thoroughly in the literature.38 The other concept, repe-
tition, has not been discussed nearly as much.39 For the purposes of this 
essay, however, this concept is crucial, for not only does Deleuze begin his 
chapter on repetition with an analysis of Hume, but Whitehead’s most 
pressing criticism of Hume is that Hume failed to fully grasp the signifi-
cance of repetition, despite relying on it implicitly. More importantly, White-
head also went on to argue that “In the organic philosophy the notion of rep-
etition is fundamental” (PR, 137).

With the very first sentence of the second chapter of Difference and Rep-
etition, “Repetition for Itself,” Deleuze begins with another Humean prob-
lematic, and with the “famous thesis” that was the result of Hume’s efforts 
to address the problem. As Deleuze states the thesis, “Repetition changes 
nothing in the object repeated, but does change something in the mind 
which contemplates it” 40 As Deleuze goes on to lay out the problem, we are 
confronted with a repetitive series, AB, AB, AB, AB, and then when next 
confronted with A, the problem is one of accounting for why we come to 
expect B when there is nothing in the nature of A itself that would lead us 
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to this expectation. As Hume famously presents the problem in the Trea-
tise, after a series of repetitions of AB, we come to have the “idea of a cause 
and effect, of a necessary connexion of power, of force, of energy, and of 
efficacy,” 41 and it is this power that connects, in our minds, A and B. The 
question for Hume is why this happens, for, he argues

The repetition of perfectly similar instances can never alone give rise to an 
original idea, different from what is to be found in any particular instance. . . . 
Since therefore the idea of power is a new original idea, not to be found in any 
one instance  .  .  . it follows, that the repetition alone has not that effect, but 
must discover or produce something new, which is the source of that idea.42

The repetition of AB in itself does not produce a new original idea, but it does 
produce something in the mind. The repetition of “the shock of two billiard 
balls,” for instance, involves distinct, separable instances of AB. Each break 
of the rack is a distinct, separable instance, and the repetition in itself of each 
break “can never,” Hume claims, “produce any new quality in the object,” 
and yet, he adds, “the observation of this resemblance produces a new im-
pression in the mind.” 43 And thus we come to Hume’s famous thesis.

Although Whitehead accepts Hume’s move toward placing the origin 
of a new idea within the mind rather than in the repeating elements 
themselves— or more precisely that this occurs within the subjective forms 
of prehension— Whitehead nonetheless finds Hume’s account inconsistent 
and plagued with circular reasoning. As Whitehead understands Hume’s 
project, Hume is concerned both with accounting for how a multiplicity of 
simple impressions and ideas become a unified complex idea— that is, the 
“constitutional” problem— and with seeking, as Whitehead puts it, “a stan-
dard of propriety by which to criticize the production of ideas” (PR, 133). 
And the sole standard of propriety Hume has at his disposal, Whitehead 
claims, is repetition: “the more often impressions are repeated, the more 
proper it is that ideas should copy them” (PR, 133). Thus when we come to 
the idea of “cause and effect,” the propriety of this idea lies not in the power 
of the imagination to associate and connect A and B, but the repetitions of 
AB. Echoing Hume, Whitehead recognizes that “this manner of connection 
[between A and B] is not given in any impression. Thus the whole basis of the 
idea, its propriety, is to be traced to the repetition of impressions” (PR, 134). 
It is at this point that Whitehead charges Hume with circular reasoning:

Hume’s argument has become circular. In the beginning of his Treatise, he lays 
down the ‘general proposition’: “That all our simple ideas in their first appear-
ance, are derived from simple impressions, . . .” He proves this by an empirical 
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survey. But the proposition itself employs— covertly, so far as language is 
concerned— the notion of ‘repetition,’ which itself is not an ‘impression.’ (PR, 135)

By relying covertly on an idea that is not derived from a simple impression— 
namely, repetition— Hume’s philosophy is ultimately inconsistent in its 
foundations, and then the reasoning becomes circular when the appeal to 
custom and habit presupposes this foundation. For as Whitehead concludes, 
“It is difficult to understand why Hume exempts ‘habit’ from the same criti-
cisms that applied to the notion of ‘cause.’ We have no ‘impression’ of ‘habit,’ 
just as we have no ‘impression’ of ‘cause.’ Cause, repetition, habit are all in 
the same boat.” 44 What Hume ought to have done instead was to make ex-
plicit the role of the continuity of the subjective forms of experience, forms 
that rely upon repetition. “Experience,” Whitehead claims, “involves a be-
coming, that becoming means that something becomes, and that what be-
comes involves repetition transformed into novel immediacy” (PR, 136).

Deleuze believes Hume does thematize becoming in experience, and 
thus far from launching into a Whiteheadian critique of Hume, Deleuze 
makes Hume a central figure in the development of his concept of repeti-
tion. What is pivotal to Whitehead’s critique of Hume is the assumption 
that repetition is simply the repetition of discrete, separable, individuated 
elements,  A and B, of the sort that figure within the positivist, empirical 
sciences. For Deleuze, however, there is another repetition at play in Hume’s 
thought, and a repetition closely aligned with Whitehead’s own project. 
First, as Deleuze reads Hume on repetition, he notes that what happens 
when repetition changes “something in the mind which contemplates it” 45 
is that the imagination “contracts cases, elements, agitations or homoge-
nous instants and grounds these in an internal qualitative impression en-
dowed with a certain weight [or what Hume called ‘force and vivacity’] . . . 
a force corresponding to the qualitative impression of all the contracted 
ABs.” 46 This contraction of elements that results in an “internal qualitative 
impression” is not, as Deleuze makes clear, a matter of memory, nor is it an 
operation of the understanding. In other words, it is not a matter of a rep-
etition that begins only with the identification of the elements being re-
peated, remembered, or understood; rather, Deleuze argues that “Properly 
speaking, it [the contraction of elements] forms a synthesis of time.” 47 The 
syntheses of memory and understanding, the syntheses Whitehead claims 
are foundational for Hume and which thus leave Hume susceptible to 
charges of inconsistency and circularity, are more properly to be under-
stood as active syntheses made possible by the passive syntheses of time. 
Deleuze is clear on this point: “the active syntheses of memory and under-
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standing are superimposed upon and supported by the passive synthesis of 
the imagination.” 48

To clarify further, Deleuze turns to Bergson’s example of repetition, 
which differs from Hume’s in one important respect. Whereas Hume’s rep-
etition is of two different elements, A and B, Bergson discusses the repeti-
tion of the same element, A. Bergson sets forth the example as follows:

When the regular oscillations of the pendulum make us sleepy, is it the last 
sound heard, the last movement perceived, which produces this effect? No, un-
doubtedly not, for why then would not the first have done the same? Is it the 
recollection of the preceding sounds or movements, set in juxtaposition to the 
last one? But this same recollection, if it is later on set in juxtaposition to a 
single sound or movement, will remain without effect. Hence we must admit 
that the sounds combined with one another and acted, not by their quantity as 
quantity, but by their quality which their quantity exhibited, i.e., by the rhyth-
mic organization of the whole.49

As Deleuze reads the examples from Hume and Bergson, what we have 
here is a difference between closed and open repetition. In the case of AB, 
there is the passive synthesis of elements that results in the qualitative im-
pression, but there is also the containment of the difference between A and 
B within each particular case, AB, and it is the repetition of cases them-
selves that opens up to yet another passive synthesis, this time of cases. In 
Bergson’s example, we have the open repetition of A’s which involves pas-
sive synthesis as the repetition of sounds are combined, to cite Bergson 
again, “with one another and acted, not by their quantity as quantity, but 
by their quality which their quantity exhibited.” In both Hume’s and Berg-
son’s examples, however, we have what Deleuze refers to as a “difference 
without concept.” Whether this be the cases AB or elements A, there is no 
conceptual difference between them, such as there is between cats and 
dogs; nor is this a difference intrinsic to the concept such as the difference 
between springer spaniels and golden retrievers as different types of dogs.50 
But this is a difference between two or more elements that are “represented 
by the same concept.” This is therefore an external difference, a difference 
understood in terms of the identity of the elements or cases that are repeat-
ed. But each repeated element, each repeated case, is the same, the same AB 
or A, that is differentiated by virtue, Deleuze claims, of the “indifference of 
space and time,” or the passive synthesis of time and thus “the difference is 
internal to the Idea; it unfolds as pure movement, creative of a dynamic space 
and time which correspond to the Idea.”51 This is why, Deleuze argues, when 
addressing Leibniz’s famous example of challenging the court women to see 
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whether or not any two leaves of a given tree were identical— that is, 
whether or not they exemplify the same concept— we are bothered because 
“the problem is not properly defined so long as we look for the criterion of 
a principium individuationis in the facts . . . [for] a difference can be inter-
nal, yet not conceptual  .  .  . internal differences which dramatize an Idea 
before representing an object.”52 In other words, the reason we are both-
ered by Leibniz’s example is because we want to claim, contra Leibniz, that 
the leaves are the same, and yet there is a difference, what Deleuze calls an 
“internal difference.”

At this point we come to one of the central innovations of Deleuze’s phi-
losophy of difference, for in his effort to think difference in- itself what 
emerges as pivotal is precisely the manner in which extensive, objective dif-
ferences, such as between the leaves, and hence the repetition of these dif-
ferences, “dramatize an Idea.” For Deleuze, therefore, when it comes to rep-
etition, it is important “to distinguish between these discrete elements, these 
repeated objects [e.g., AB and/or A], and a secret subject, the real subject of 
repetition, which repeats itself through them . . . the singularity within that 
which repeats.”53 And Deleuze will refer to this “secret subject,” this “repeater” 
that repeats, as the Idea, and this is in both the Platonic and Kantian sense of 
the term. It is in the Platonic sense, perhaps surprisingly, if, as Deleuze ar-
gues in his “Method of Dramatization” talk,

we think of the Plato from the later dialectic, where the Ideas are something 
like multiplicities that must be traversed by questions such as how? how much? 
in which case?, then yes, everything I’ve said has something Platonic about it. If 
you’re thinking of the Plato who favors a simplicity of the essence or an ipseity 
of the Idea, then no.54

Likewise in the case of Kant, Ideas are understood in a manner similar to 
the notion of transcendental ideas whereby, for Kant, “although we cannot 
have any knowledge of the object which corresponds to an idea, we have 
yet a problematic concept of it.”55 Ideas are thus the problematic concepts 
without objective solutions, multiplicities that cannot be reduced to a clear 
and distinct Idea; rather, as Deleuze argues in reference to Leibniz’s exam-
ple of hearing the waves of the sea, what is primary are confused and ob-
scure Ideas:

Either we say that the apperception of the whole noise is clear but confused 
(not distinct) because the component little perceptions are themselves not 
clear but obscure; or we say that the little perceptions are themselves distinct 
and obscure (not clear): distinct because they grasp differential relations and 



 SCIENTISM AND THE MODERN WORLD  83

singularities; obscure because they are not yet ‘distinguished,’ not yet differen-
ciated. These singularities then condense to determine a threshold of con-
sciousness in relation to our bodies, a threshold of differenciation on the basis 
of which the little perceptions are actualized, but actualized in an appercep-
tion which in turn is only clear and confused; clear because it is distinguished 
or differenciated, and confused because it is clear.56

In other words, an Idea as Deleuze understands it is the passive synthesis 
and fusion— con- fusion— of pre- individual singularities, or the component 
little perceptions, and the Idea is clear only on the condition of this confu-
sion; and similarly an Idea is distinct only on the condition that the compo-
nent little perceptions are obscured and filtered from the scene in order to 
become the distinct, extensive qualities and properties that become the basis 
for empirical, natural science.

In another variation upon Plato, Deleuze also refers to Ideas as “concrete 
universals.”57 In giving an example of an Idea as “concrete universal,” he of-
fers the Idea of color, which he claims “is like white light which perplicates 
in itself the genetic elements and relations of all the colours, but is actual-
ized in the diverse colours with their respective spaces; or the Idea of sound, 
which is also like white noise.”58 What we are to make of this, put briefly, is 
that the Idea is not a predetermining identity or simplicity of essence that in 
effect preforms the determinate identities that come to instantiate the Idea 
(on the model- copy reading of Plato for instance); rather, Ideas as under-
stood from a perspective of Deleuzian Platonism, are concrete universals— a 
substantive multiplicity— that we get as the intensive variations of colors 
come to be condensed into a passive synthesis of intensive variations, and a 
synthesis with a qualitative and intensive power or force. But to think of it 
this way is not quite right if we take the field of intensive variations to be the 
result of the condensation of different colors rather than the condition for 
differentiating among different colors in the first place. Deleuze makes this 
point quite clearly in an early essay on Bergson when discussing how white 
light is a concrete universal that we get when

we send the colors through a convergent lens that concentrates them on the 
same point: what we have then is “pure white light,” the very light that “makes 
the differences come out between the shades.” So, the different colors are no 
longer objects under a concept, but nuances or degrees of the concept itself.59

The point is worth repeating: white light is what “makes the differences 
come out between the shades,” and with this move we come to the core of 
Deleuze’s project: an affirmation of the univocity of Being as Difference, or 
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a full embrace of Hume’s “constitutional” problematic in that with the Idea 
we have the difference that makes identifiable differences and unities pos-
sible. White light is thus not the combination of all the colors that fall 
under the abstract concept or Idea of color, with Idea understood as sim-
plicity of essence, but rather the Idea as problematic concrete universal and 
substantive multiplicity is the very real and concrete condition for the dif-
ferences between the identifiable colors themselves, and for the extensive 
spacing that results in the identification of their qualitative properties.

With all this in place, we can see now that the differences of the series 
AB and A do indeed entail a repetition of the Same, the same AB (includ-
ing the encapsulated difference between A and B in the case AB) and A, but 
then there is a second difference, a difference that “includes itself in the alter-
ity of the Idea,” 60 or that involves an “internal genesis [that] seems to [De-
leuze] to consist of intensive quantity rather than schema, and to be related 
to Ideas rather than to concepts of the understanding.” 61 “One,” Deleuze 
claims, “is repetition in the effect, the other in the cause. One is extensive, 
the other intensive.” 62 And finally, Deleuze claims, the “two repetitions are 
not independent. One is the singular subject, the interiority and the heart of 
the other, the depths of the other. The other is only the external envelope, the 
abstract effect.” 63 And with this we return to Whitehead’s claim that experi-
ence involves a becoming, and the something that “becomes involves repeti-
tion transformed into novel immediacy” (PR, 137). With Deleuze’s extension 
and reading of Hume, we can see that this is precisely how Deleuze under-
stands repetition. There is in Deleuze’s reading of Hume a repetition as 
cause, as Idea and “internal genesis,” and then there is the other repetition 
that is “only the external envelope, the abstract effect.” Whitehead sees only 
the latter repetition in Hume, while Deleuze sees both.64

Returning now to the theme with which this essay began— namely, the 
modernist narrative as proposed by the proponents of scientism— we can 
see now that there is an alternative narrative of the philosophical tradition 
since Hume. This tradition takes as its task the development of concepts in 
response to what Husserl identified in Hume as the constitutional problem. 
Husserl, although initially thought to be solidly within the modernist tra-
dition, was in fact integrally engaged with the Humean problematic. More-
over, this engagement led Husserl to develop important philosophical 
techniques and concepts— for example, the phenomenological method of 
bracketing the natural standpoint associated with the phenomenological 
epoché, and the concept of the noema as the immanent though transcen-
dent correlate of the constitutive acts of consciousness that are the “reali-
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ties” (or, better, the “phenomena”) that constitute the proper field of study, 
regardless of whether these realities are objectively real or not. A conse-
quence of Husserl’s efforts to tackle the Humean problematic is that phe-
nomenology, as Husserl understands it, becomes a philosophical approach 
quite distinct from the approaches that are to be found among the natural 
sciences. For example, among the noematic correlates of constitutive con-
sciousness are those values that are irreducible to the objective realities 
that are the subject of the natural sciences. From a phenomenological per-
spective, such values are simply one of the examples of the types of noe-
matic correlates to a constituting consciousness and are thus legitimate 
subjects of study for philosophy. The positivistic sciences, however, largely 
ignore such objectivities, or leave them to the study of “philosophical 
 anthropology,” and it is precisely this displacement of ethics and values by 
the objective natural sciences that puts science into crisis, which is a theme 
that would become a dominant concern of Husserl’s late in his life.

Despite Husserl’s moves in the direction of addressing the Humean 
problematic, Husserl continued to rely upon a basic unity, the pure tran-
scendental ego, as the condition for the possibility of the constitutive acts 
of consciousness themselves. A thoroughgoing engagement with Hume’s 
constitutional problem leaves one needing to account for this unity as well; 
in short, the problem is precisely one of accounting for the synthesis and 
emergence of identifiable unities without presupposing such an identifiable 
unity. As we have seen, Whitehead sees in Hume’s philosophy a proponent 
of the “Positivist doctrine,” and thus he would likely agree with Ladyman 
and Ross when they place Hume, along with Russell and Carnap, among 
the heroes of scientism within the modernist narrative. Hume was none-
theless indispensable for Whitehead because Whitehead found that Hume, 
despite his explicit positivist claims, was implicitly developing a theory of 
prehensions and actual entities that Whitehead would then make explicit 
in his own work. Because Hume did not recognize and develop the theory 
of prehensions implicit within his own philosophy, Hume was led, White-
head concludes, into inconsistencies and circular reasoning.

Had Hume recognized the implicit theory of prehensions and actual enti-
ties in his own work he would, in short, have become a process philosopher; 
and a process philosopher is primarily concerned with Hume’s constitution-
al problem. As Whitehead makes clear, the facts so dear to the positivists are 
simply abstractions that come at the end of processes whereby eternal objects 
become prehended by and individuated in (or “ingressed,” to use White-
head’s term) actual entities. The “actual world,” according to Whitehead, 
“is a process, and the process is the becoming of actual entities”; moreover, 
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these actual entities, as we saw, are self- caused and nothing but the process 
of becoming themselves (PR, 22). Once an actual entity has become com-
pletely actualized, it is no more, for to be is to become for Whitehead. 
Whitehead is clear on this point: “an actual entity has ‘perished’ when it is 
complete” (PR, 81). As was discussed earlier, eternal objects and other ac-
tual entities become the “data” that is prehended by the self- caused becom-
ing of an actual entity. This prehension is characterized by Whitehead as a 
“concern” in the Quaker sense of the term. In other words, the process of 
becoming an actual entity is infused with a value and concern that impel 
the process toward completion, as in a personal crusade (to draw from the 
Quaker understanding of the concept of concern). Moreover, the Quakers 
identify a concern with a motivating Spirit, a subjective feeling that then 
gets tested and challenged by other facts and actual entities. If the concern 
fails such tests, it becomes what the Quakers call a notion, or a thought that 
no longer impels one to complete it. At the heart of Whitehead’s metaphys-
ics, therefore— and this distinguishes it in his mind from the positivistic 
natural sciences, or from scientism as I have argued— is the presence of a 
qualitative value and concern that is inseparable from each and every ac-
tual entity.

Whitehead’s response to the Humean problematic did not, however, 
completely embrace the problematic for it gave privileged status to God’s 
“completed” nature in order to save the constitutional processes of the 
world from veering into chaos. Thus, despite arguing that God is an actual 
entity just like any other and subject to the same metaphysics of self- cause, 
the saving grace of God nonetheless serves as a unity— God’s “completed” 
nature— that assures the successful becomings of the actual world. De-
leuze, by contrast, accepts the Humean problematic full stop. As Deleuze 
himself recognized in the 1994 preface to the English language edition of 
Difference and Repetition, everything he had done since this book has been 
a continuation of his effort to think identity in terms of difference, or to 
account for the constitution and synthesis of determinate identities with-
out presupposing identity. Integral to this effort was Deleuze’s use of the 
notion of Ideas, understood as problematic or substantive multiplicities. 
Deleuze also refers to Ideas as concrete universals, and with the example of 
white light, we saw that white light as a concrete universal is not a determi-
nate, identifiable color, but is rather the condition that makes it possible for 
one to identify the determinate differences between colors as colors be-
come individuated. This is the sense in which for Deleuze “Ideas are actu-
alized in species and parts, qualities and extensities which cover and de-
velop these fields of individuation.” 65 As discussed in the context of 
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Deleuze’s extension of Hume’s “famous thesis” regarding repetition, there 
were two repetitions, as we saw. There was the repetition as cause, as inten-
sive genesis and passive synthesis, and there was repetition as abstract ef-
fect, as the bare repetition of abstract qualities and extensities. It is not, 
however, that there is a repetition holding itself in reserve, a remainder that 
is in some sense determinately other than the bare repetition of abstract 
qualities and extensities. To the contrary, and as Deleuze argues, the first 
repetition “is not hidden by something else but forms itself by disguising 
itself; it does not pre- exist its own disguises and, in forming itself, consti-
tutes the bare repetition within which it becomes enveloped.” 66 It is the 
latter repetition that becomes the subject of functional equations that map 
the relationships between determinate entities such that the determinate 
details of a state of affairs can be related to past and future states of affairs. 
As David Lewis puts this in discussing “Humean Supervenience,” the laws 
of nature supervene upon a given distribution of determinate facts of the 
world at a given time, W1, such that given the same laws and the same dis-
tribution of facts, we would have the same distribution of facts at all later 
times and at all possible worlds, W2, 3, 4 .   .   .67 For Deleuze, however, al-
though Lewis is quite right with respect to how the sciences understand 
laws of nature, the scientific understanding of laws of nature relies upon 
the bare repetition of extensive qualities and properties of determinate 
facts. This bare repetition is for Deleuze the abstract effect of the intensive 
repetition, the repetition of Ideas as concrete universals. To the extent that 
philosophy addresses and draws attention to Ideas understood as concrete 
universals that are the condition for the possibility of the determinate facts 
that are the subject of the empirical sciences, or what Deleuze calls “simple 
empiricism,” then philosophy is not reducible to being an empirical science 
but is rather what Deleuze refers to as “transcendental empiricism.” With 
respect to laws of nature, Deleuze is forthright: “The domain of laws must 
be understood, but always on the basis of a Nature and a Spirit superior to 
their own laws, which weave their repetitions in the depths of the earth and 
of the heart, where laws do not yet exist.” 68 It is philosophy, among other 
intellectual activities perhaps, that draws our attention to matters that sci-
ence is ill- prepared to address— namely, to matters of the Spirit— and it is 
the task of attending to these matters, as Husserl and Whitehead also ar-
gued, that is the proper concern of philosophers. The modernist narrative 
of those such as Ladyman and Ross who see Hume as one of the heroes of 
scientism tells us only one story, and this story relies upon the most ab-
stract and derivative of details; it is to philosophers like Hume, Whitehead, 
and Deleuze (though we could include many others such as Spinoza and 
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Nietzsche) where we turn to get the other side of the story, the side with 
Spirit, with the qualitative and intrinsic values that are inseparable from, 
and pose a potential problematizing challenge to, the truths the scientists 
give us.
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What Is the Style of  
Matters of Concern?
Bruno Latour

We find ourselves in a buzzing world, amid a democracy of 
fellow creatures; whereas, under some disguise or other, 

orthodox philosophy can only introduce us to solitary 
 substances, each enjoying an illusory experience.

— Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality

Nature at the Crossroads: The Bifurcation of Nature and Its End

In “A Theological Treatise,” Czesław Miłosz offers us a vivid image of 
what it is like to inhabit the “illusory experience” to which Whitehead says 
that orthodox philosophy introduces us. After linking the “notion of truth” 
with poetry, he presents the “behavior” of the latter as that of

. . . a bird thrashing against the transparency
Of a windowpane that testifies to the fact
That we don’t know how to live in a phantasmagoria.
Let reality return to our speech.1

And yet we seem to know very well how to live in a phantasmagoria, and 
it seems more and more difficult to “let reality return to our speech.” Why is 
this so? Probably because we have difficulty associating truth and poetry as 
Miłosz does. Is it not poetry itself that allows us to “escape” from the harsh 
truth conditions of referential language? What forces us to suspend belief 
and disbelief and enjoy the sheer beauty of language, independently, so the 
formalists say, of any acquaintance, any association with reality? And yet 
Miłosz asks us to follow the movement of a bird, a bird, he says, that has the 
strange behavior of “thrashing against the transparency of a windowpane.”

This must have happened to you, surely: you hear the fluttering noise of 
a bird, which by some mistake, some strange conduit, has become a pris-
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oner of the room where you are sitting; desperate to escape, it comes 
thrashing against the windowpane, which it takes, mistakenly, for the 
open sky, unaware as it is of the human invention of transparent glass. 
What do you do then? You try to open the window without frightening 
the bird.

Can we, too, open the window and follow the poet who directs us to 
carefully follow the behavior of the bird?

The difficulty of becoming, in effect, the ethology of such behavior, of 
such a bird, of such poetry, of such an escape toward reality, comes, as I 
will argue, from a strange philosophy invented somewhere in the seven-
teenth century, which has made it impossible to “let reality return to our 
speech.”

The diagnosis of this philosophy has been discussed by Alfred North 
Whitehead under the name of the “bifurcation of nature.” “What I am es-
sentially protesting against,” (emphasis added) he writes,

is the bifurcation of nature into two systems of reality, which, in so far as they 
are real, are real in different senses. One reality would be the entities such as 
electrons which are the study of speculative physics. This would be the reality 
which is there for knowledge; although in this theory it is never known. For 
what is known is the other sort of reality, which is the byplay of the mind. Thus 
there would be two natures, one is the conjecture and the other is the dream. 
(CN, 30)

Now Whitehead was the quietest and the most urbane and polite of phi-
losophers, so when he “protests” you should take that as a typically British 
understatement and hear instead an ear splitting scream of indignation! 
Why? Because the result is to make impossible the truth of poetry, as well 
as, as we will see later, the realism of science:

Bodies are perceived as with qualities which in reality do not belong to them, 
qualities which in fact are purely the offspring of the mind. Thus nature gets 
credit which should in truth be reserved for ourselves; the rose for its scent; the 
nightingale for his song; and the sun for his radiance. The poets are entirely 
mistaken. They should address their lyrics to themselves, and should turn 
them into odes of self- congratulation on the excellence of the human mind. 
Nature is a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colorless; merely the hurrying of 
material, endlessly, meaninglessly. (SMW, 54)

In a nature so bifurcated, it is in vain that the nightingale sings: the singing 
is entirely in our mind, or even in our brain. If we could look directly at 
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nature (I will come back to that way of looking further on), it would be 
soundless: the throat of the nightingale would simply agitate the air, the 
waves of which will strike our eardrums, triggering some electric effects in 
our neurons, and somewhere in the auditory folds of our cortex, a pure 
invention will emerge that has no correspondence whatsoever with any-
thing of a similar tone in nature: the song of the soundless nightingale.

I do not know if Miłosz’s bird, the bird to which he compared the obsti-
nacy of poetry and its will to escape the prison of language, was a nightin-
gale or not. But surely, if Whitehead’s diagnosis is right, in the philosophy 
that has been developed around a bifurcated nature, the bird will come 
thrashing against a transparent windowpane, and there is not the slightest 
chance for reality “to return to our speech”: the world is made of primary 
qualities for which there is no ordinary language but that of science— a 
language of pure thought that nobody in particular speaks and that utters 
law from nowhere; as to ordinary language, it deals with secondary quali-
ties that have no reality. On the one hand, there is nature, which is real, but 
is a “dull and meaningless affair, the hurrying of material endlessly”; on 
the other hand, there is the lived world of colors, sounds, values, meaning, 
which is a phantasmagoria of our senses but with no other existence than 
in the circumvolution of our brain and the illusions of our mind.

In this philosophical world, how could we follow Miłosz’s appeal if the 
poets, as Whitehead amusingly suggests, have to devise “odes to them-
selves”? Far from having the behavior of a bird thrashing against a win-
dowpane, poetry should rather accept its limits and habituate us to “live in 
phantasmagoria.” Instead of behaving as if they could grasp reality, poets 
should rather help us say things like: “O my temporal lobe how beautiful 
you are, and you my cochlear nucleus how clever you are to make me hear 
the nightingale, and you my olfactory bulbs how nice of you to invent the 
smell of the roses, and you my nicely moist striate cortex, how elegant of 
you to let me feel the splendor of a sunset when there is nothing more than 
the connections between my hypothalamus and my cerebellum.” Exit the 
poets, enter the neuroscientists.

And yet Whitehead, even more forcefully than Miłosz, suggests that we 
had better believe the poets. Even though philosophers have, for three cen-
turies now, tried to make us live in a phantasmagoria, we— I mean we the 
common- sense folk— have never believed them and have never abandoned 
the idea of “letting reality return to our speech.” But for this obdurate reac-
tion, for this obdurate attempt to escape from the prison of being regis-
tered in any way, we first have to redress the bifurcation of nature.
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I know this is difficult, so difficult indeed that it might explain why the 
attempts of Whitehead have been so thoroughly abandoned by most phi-
losophers after him. Actually, he was so well aware of this difficulty that in 
the preface of The Concept of Nature he warned his reader by saying: “It is, 
perhaps, as well to state explicitly that if the reader indulges in the facile vice 
of bifurcation not a word of what I have here written will be intelligible” (em-
phasis added CN, vii). I am afraid that this warning applies to my essay as 
well: the difficulties do not come only from what I am going to say— although 
I am ready to take my fair share of blame— but also because my readers 
might indulge in the “facile vice” of letting nature bifurcate. And I would say 
the more philosophically literate you are, the more this vice passes for a vir-
tue, indeed for the greatest virtue of thinking like a philosopher— a modern-
ist philosopher, that is— instead of simply clinging to common sense. (If you 
complain that you have never indulged in this vice, then think for a moment 
whether the reason might not be that you take the bifurcation so thoroughly 
for granted that you have accepted working on one side of it without ever re-
alizing that you have abandoned half of what “is given into experience.”)

Anyway, it is no exaggeration to say that since the time of Galileo and 
Locke— the inventors of the distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities— all the way up to contemporary so- called cognitive science, a 
large part of what it is to be a philosopher consists in deriding common 
sense because it believes naively that the nightingale sings, the rose has an 
odor, the sunset is red, and that reality has never left speech. “Poor folk,” 
we seem to tell them with an amused and condescending smile, “you have 
forgotten that no resemblance exists between primary qualities, the dull 
and senseless stuff out of which nature is really made, and the secondary 
qualities with which you add a meaningless and arbitrary meaning to the 
senseless and meaningless hurrying of matter.” Since the time of Locke, 
philosophers, in the name of what I call the “first empiricism,” have forced 
upon common sense a rather stark choice between two types of meaning-
lessness: either the meaninglessness of senseless but real nature or the 
meaninglessness of meaningful but unreal values.

Forced to impose this amazing choice, this bifurcation, is it really sur-
prising that philosophy, the bearer of such bad news, goes from crisis to 
crisis and triggers in ordinary people a sort of well- founded suspicion? 
“Who are those guys who give me no choice about the way to live except 
for throwing myself either into ‘conjecture’ or into ‘dream’— that is, into 
meaninglessness one or meaninglessness two?” And the common folk 
keep insisting, “Why can’t I say that I hear the nightingale, that I smell the 
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rose, and that the sunset is red without, for that reason, losing the science 
of ethology, the chemistry of odors, and the spectral lines of solar physics?” 
Would it not be a poor philosopher who would retort to this brave and in-
sistent appeal by saying, “Because you have to learn to live in a phantasma-
goria, make the best of it, forget that speech can articulate truth; reality is 
one thing, meaning another; become adult at last; shut the window and be 
content to look at the desolate spectacle of the dull world as it is reflected 
through the fully opaque windowpane of your well- sealed prison.”

And yet the bird keeps on having the behavior of thrashing against this 
windowpane, and the poets are proved right against the philosophers— or, 
rather, we have to follow those rare philosophers who accept that they must 
follow the poets in their relentless quest for reality.

How can we do this? Whitehead tells us: by not letting nature bifurcate— 
that is, by not letting the primary and secondary qualities go their separate 
ways. The reception of Whitehead’s cosmology over the last century is 
proof enough that this is not an easy matter. So how can I do my little bit to 
help, with my feeble resources, to make it impossible for philosophy to de-
ride common sense in the way I have just mockingly suggested?

I want to try this impossible feat by tackling the problem via its two op-
posite ends: the social first, and then the natural.

Imagine the following scene: you are trying to build a bridge over a 
 rather tumultuous river. Let us say that one bank of this river is the “social” 
and the other, far away, inaccessible, separated by a violent current, by 
many eddies and dangerous rapids, is the “natural.” Now suppose that, in-
stead of trying to cross this river and build this bridge, you decide instead 
to go with the flow— that is, to get involved in a bit of canoeing, kayaking, 
or rafting. Then the absence of a bridge is not such a problem. What counts 
is your ability to equip yourself with the right paraphernalia so that you 
can go down the river without drowning. You might be scared to get into 
the turbulent river, you might regret leaving off the task of bridge- building, 
but you will probably agree that the two riverbanks are bound to look rath-
er different once you apprehend both of them from the point of view of 
such a kayaking movement forward. This flowing lateral direction, turned 
at a ninety- degree angle from the obsessive question of bridge- building, is, 
if I am not mistaken, what William James called “pure experience.”

What I invite you to participate in is a little bout of kayaking, or rafting— 
and also, I am afraid, a bit of drifting. My question is: what will happen if, 
instead of trying to bridge the distance between words and worlds, we were 
trying to move sideways along with the various elements that appear to go 
in the same direction? What would happen to the “senseless hurrying of 
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matter” called nature if we were to go in the same direction? Would it be as 
senseless as before? What would happen to the so- called secondary quali-
ties if they were viewed as being that which allows us to grasp the other 
entities with which we keep moving? Would they appear as “secondary,” 
their meaning as devoid of any importance and reality as before? My intu-
ition is rather that the two riverbanks would take on an entirely different 
meaning and that nature, having stopped bifurcating because of the way 
we have let it pass (“passage of nature” is another of Whitehead’s expres-
sions), will be now able to mingle with our speech and other behaviors in 
many more interesting ways. This is, at least, the way I would advertise the 
kayak trip before you embark on it— it is for you to tell me at the end if I 
have committed the sin of false publicity.

So I will here start from one bank, the “social” one, and, in the next sec-
tion I will start from the other. The social sciences too have their White-
head: his name is Gabriel Tarde. He lived at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, was first a judge, then a criminologist, and then the most famous 
sociologist in France.2 However, his overhaul of French sociology has been 
even more thoroughly buried than Whitehead’s renovation of speculative 
philosophy. What is of interest for me here is that Tarde, an attentive reader 
of Darwin and Marx— among countless others— makes no attempt, at any 
point in his sociology, to distinguish human from natural societies— nor 
does he make, and this is of course important for me, any distinction be-
tween social sciences and philosophy, as is clear in his Monadologie et soci-
ologie (1895), a book that has had a crucial influence on Gilles Deleuze. I 
quote:

this means that every thing is a society and that all things are societies. And it 
is quite remarkable that science, by a logical sequence of its earlier movements, 
tends to strangely generalize the notion of society. It speaks of cellular societ-
ies, why not of atomic societies? Not to mention societies of stars, solar sys-
tems. All of the sciences seem fated to become branches of sociology.3

What is important for my purpose here is that Tarde is one of those phi-
losophers qua scientists who goes with the flow, moves sideways, does not 
try to bridge some imaginary gap between a symbolic order— that of 
humans— and the material world out there. He is out there from the start, 
moving through the eddies and immersed in the stream of associations (it 
is not by accident that he was the predecessor of Bergson at the Collège de 
France since Bergsonian durée has obviously some— only some— of the 
characteristic of the flow I am trying to descend into here).
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When Tarde begins with societies and extends the notion to every group 
of agencies, this does not mean that he is naturalizing human societies; he 
is too much of a reader of Darwin to indulge in any social Darwinism, and 
this for a reason that goes already to the heart of our question: social Dar-
winism is impossible because organisms are already societies and highly 
complex ones. Here we begin to see the advantage of kayaking over bridg-
ing: naturalization is what happens when you try to transport, to transfer 
the “senseless hurrying of matter” from the nature bank to the social or 
human side. That is when you treat the human with the strange notion 
of primary qualities handed down to you by an already bifurcated nature. 
It is because of this treatment that humanists of all hues and colors recoil 
in horror, and rightly so. They clearly see the imposture of treating humans 
as objects— but what they do not realize is that it is also an imposture to 
treat objects as objects— that is to reduce the maintaining in existence of 
organisms to the “dull hurrying of nature.” What is important to remem-
ber is that bifurcation is unfair to both sides: to the human and social side 
as well as to the nonhuman or “natural” side— a point always missed by 
phenomenologists.

So for now the question is as follows: how do things look when you begin to 
move sideways and go with the flow? You quickly realize that all societies 
share some common features: they are never faced with the rather absurd 
choice of hurrying forward without any sense or of adding meaning with-
out reality— only the bridge- makers are faced with this choice. No, they 
have another entirely different set of decisions to make: they have to repeat 
themselves in existence, to oppose one another in order to proceed forward, 
or to adapt to one another by differing from one another no matter how 
slightly. “Repetition,” “opposition,” and “adaptation” are the three “social 
laws” that are common, according to Tarde, to everything that moves for-
ward in the same direction and that he calls “societies.”

But remember that “society” is not a word specifying in advance the type 
of associations— as if human societies were different from plant, plankton, 
stellar, or atomic societies; instead, it means only that it is necessary to as-
sociate with others in order to remain in existence. Contrary to the classi-
cal conatus, which is the persistence of being through substance, Tarde de-
fines conatus as persistence through difference. Any society has to “buy,” if 
I may say that, its continuation in existence through the exploration of new 
types or new degrees of difference. “Exister c’est différer”: such is Tarde’s 
redefinition of conatus.
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To exist is to differ; difference, in one sense, is the substantial side of things, 
what they have most in common and what makes them most different. One 
has to start from this difference and to abstain from trying to explain it, espe-
cially by starting with identity, as so many persons wrongly do. Because iden-
tity is a minimum and, hence, a type of difference, and a very rare type at that, 
in the same way as rest is a type of movement and the circle a type of ellipse.4

To persist in being, you cannot count on a substance, a substrate behind 
your properties or qualities that would allow you to subsist indefinitely per 
inertia so to speak. Substance has become subsistence not substrate (cf. 
SMW, 108). On the contrary, you have to persist by having new properties in 
the renewed sense Tarde gives to this tired little word. In an amazing feat of 
sociological metaphysics, Tarde proposes replacing “being” by “having”:

So far, all of philosophy has been founded on the verb To be, whose definition 
seemed to have been the Rosetta’s stone to be discovered. One may say that, if 
only philosophy had been founded on the verb To have, many sterile discus-
sions, many slowdowns of the mind, would have been avoided. From this prin-
ciple “I am,” it is impossible to deduce any other existence than mine, in spite 
of all the subtleties of the world. But affirm first this postulate “I have” as the 
basic fact, and then the had as well as the having are given at the same time as 
inseparable.5

See the change of perspective? A philosopher can write L’être et le néant, 
Being and Nothingness, but there is no sense in writing Having and 
Nothingness.

So what does the front line of this current, this stream forward, look like 
now? It is made up of what could be called “betting organisms having dif-
ferences among themselves,” provided you accept the use of the word “or-
ganism” as a synonym of “society,”— that is, provided you extend the diffi-
culty of being to all organisms, to the so- called material, biological ones as 
well as the so- called social ones. Those betting organisms have trajectories 
that define what they have been and what they might become if they man-
age to persist by exploring enough differences. Sociology (conceived by 
Tarde as a really general science) becomes the documentation of those tra-
jectories, or those networks, to use my own expression, of what is trans-
ported, sent, carried over, enunciated, from one moment to the next, from 
one site to the next, from one actant to the next.6

I hope it is already clear that the relations of a nightingale, the potential 
mates of the nightingale, the poet, the common listener, and, let us add it 
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now, the bird ethologist outfitted with recording equipment, will be rather 
different if they are all seen as moving forward, as so many betting organ-
isms, each of them entering into relations in order to have enough differ-
ences to prolong their existence a bit longer. This shift in the orientation of 
philosophy, no matter how small, might offer a better chance for the bird to 
escape from the room inside which, since the beginning of this essay, it has 
been doing nothing, according to Miłosz, but “thrashing helplessly against 
the transparent windowpane.”

It should also be clear that this type of relation, what Tarde calls “soci-
ety,” is impossible to detect for those who are carrying on the bridge- 
building engineering feat— and there is no question that  it is a feat. This is 
the sort of change between incompatible viewpoints that relativity theory 
has rendered familiar to us with its little anecdotes of a falling body viewed 
from an embankment and the same falling body viewed from the inside of 
a train carriage. Except here the different accounts are irreconcilable: from 
the bridge nothing is seen except the passage of a violent stream, which has 
to be deflected by the building up of sturdy pillars. The only question for 
the bridge- engineers is to decide whether or not with a word one can reach 
a reference “out there,” on the other bank, in the world. The grave question 
is to know if one can escape the constraints of one social and linguistic 
limitation in order to jump to the other bank through this salto mortale— 
to use James’s mocking expression. This relation, the bridge one, is a zero- 
sum game: either you are on one bank or you are on the other; the more 
you remain close to language, the further away you are from reference; the 
further away you are from the “nature” bank, the freer you have become 
from the “limitations” of language. But along the flow, many other connec-
tions may become possible. This at least is what I am suggesting.

Before we consider some of those intriguing possibilities— the only 
way, in my view, to “let reality return to our speech”— we have to consider 
two more crucial inventions made by Tarde in his efforts to redefine soci-
ology. The first is that there is, in fact, a difference between human and 
nonhuman societies. But it is not what you might think: it is a difference 
of numbers not of kinds; paradoxically, nonhuman societies are much 
more numerous than human societies. There are only nine billion  humans, 
but the smallest stone, the tiniest brain, the humblest table has many or-
ders of magnitude more atoms, neurons, or molecules than the largest 
human society. Because of their small numbers, we have a much more in-
timate knowledge of human societies than we have of other nonhuman 
societies viewed from the outside and so to speak in bulk, or statistically. I 
quote:
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It means that we experience the sensation of a sentient thing, the volition of a 
conating thing, and the belief in a believing thing,— the perception, in short, 
of a personality in which the perceiving personality is reflected, and which the 
latter cannot deny without denying itself.7

Everywhere else, we might believe that there is some superstructure hold-
ing things in place: a sort of Body Politik, or at least a whole that is more 
than the sum of its parts. But not for human societies, viewed from inside: 
we know for certain that, in this case, the sum is always less than the tiniest 
of its parts. To summarize Tarde’s argument: when a society is seen from 
far away and in bulk, it seems to have structural features— that is, a set of 
characteristics that floats beyond, or beneath the multiplicity of its mem-
bers. But when a society is seen from the inside, it is made up of differences 
and of events and all its structural features are provisional amplifications 
and simplifications of those linkages. Do not immediately rule out Tarde as 
a French madman— and do not rule me out as even madder for resuscitat-
ing such an odd way of considering the social sciences. (Tarde, for many 
years, directed a statistical institute and wished for nothing more than 
finding the right quantum for a science of the social.)8

To render his argument less strange, look at the consequences it has for 
social theory. Structures, social structure especially, are just the illusion 
one has to escape to establish a solid sociology:

This conception is, in fact, almost the exact opposite of  .  .  . Monsieur Durk-
heim’s. Instead of explaining everything by the supposed supremacy of a law 
of evolution, which compels collective phenomena to reproduce and repeat 
themselves indefinitely in a certain order,— instead of thus explaining lesser 
facts by greater, and the part by the whole,— I explain collective resemblances 
of the whole by the massing together of minute elementary acts— the greater 
by the lesser and the whole by the part. This way of regarding phenomena is 
destined to work a transformation in sociology similar to that brought about 
in mathematics by the introduction of the infinitesimal calculus.9

Yes, I know, Tarde was not as lucky as Leibniz: his monadology did not trans-
form sociology as much as the infinitesimal calculus transformed mathe-
matics. But history is still young, and if nature stops bifurcating, Tarde’s 
prediction might still come true.

The reason why it is so important for me to make structural features a 
local consequence of looking at societies in bulk and from the outside, is 
that this view is one of the main reasons why philosophy lets nature bifur-
cate: on the one hand, you have the pulverization of small elements— atoms, 
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humans, situations, acts of language— and on the other hand, you have 
laws of transformation to which those small elements should conform but 
to which they contribute no part whatsoever. It is permissible to explain 
events by appealing to other sets of connections, not to provide the expla-
nations through their own connections with one another and, so to speak, 
laterally. The case of social theory is only one place where the danger of 
structural explanation is seen by Tarde as a philosophical imposture:

The evolutionists of his school [he has Spencer in mind], in thus formulating 
the laws of linguistic, religious, economic, political, moral, and aesthetic de-
velopment, understand, at least implicitly, that these laws are capable of gov-
erning, not merely the single succession of peoples whose privilege it is to be 
called historic, but equally well all peoples that have existed or are to exist in 
the future. But still, in a multitude of forms, though on a smaller scale, the 
same error always comes to light, namely, the error of believing that, in order 
to see a gradual dawn of regularity, order, and logic in social phenomena, we 
must go outside of the details, which are essentially irregular, and rise high 
enough to obtain a panoramic view of the general effect; that the source and 
foundation of every social coordination is some general fact from which it de-
scends gradually to particular facts, though always diminishing in strength; in 
short, that man acts, but a law of evolution guides him.”10

What is the problem with structure? What does this topos or rather 
cliché of social theory— namely the micro/macro distinction— have to do 
with our question? Because the link between a structure and some event is 
what happens to the bridge- builders and not to the  kayakers. For the 
bridge- builders, events are always lacking something—namely, the law of 
their development, which is always supposed to be somewhere else, and this 
somewhere is either a Platonic idea, or a thought, or a projection, or some 
law dictating its pronouncements from nowhere. In the same way that in 
perception, where the mind has to do the work of adding secondary quali-
ties to meaningless primary qualities in order to obtain something that 
makes sense, so in social sciences— and in science generally— the structure 
is needed to make the elements have a connection that has been withdrawn 
first by the divide between agencies:

This attempt to confine social facts within lines of development which would 
compel them to repeat themselves en masse with merely insignificant variations, 
has hitherto been the chief pitfall of sociology, whether under the more rigid 
form conceived by Hegel, consisting of successions of triads, or under the more 
exact and scientific form that it has since received at the hands of the modern 
evolutionists. . . . It remained to be discovered later that these supposed rules 
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are honeycombed with exceptions, and that evolution, whether linguistic, legal, 
religious, political, economic, artistic, or moral, is not a single road, but a net-
work of routes with many intersecting cross- ways. (Emphasis added.)11

You might be worried that by going into social theory with Tarde, I have 
been forgetting our imprisoned nightingale. I hope you understand that I 
have not left it for a single minute: in the primary/secondary qualities 
 scenography— I will explain this term below— the only problem that the 
bridge- builders could solve was the one of knowing whether or not our 
sense perceptions were right or misleading or a little bit of both. But in the 
second scenography, the one I associate with the art of kayaking, rafting— 
and yes, drifting too— the situation is already entirely different: the night-
ingale is a society— a society of societies actually 12— but so is the listener of 
its song— for instance the poet— and so is the potential mate of the nightin-
gale; and so, as I said, is the ethologist recording the songs and trying to 
make sense of the present crisis nightingales are going through (more on this 
in a minute). The first scenography (on the bridge) forces us to be interested 
in the rather impossible question of the song an sich; in the second you might 
become aware of the relations of all those various societies or organisms inter 
se, to use Whitehead again. The shift from German to Latin is quite consid-
erable. The nightingale bets that it can do something with his song, but so 
does the poet and so does the bird’s mate— and so does the ethologist. Rela-
tions established between betting and risking organisms— repetition, oppo-
sition, and variation— are not the same as those between words (in the plu-
ral) and the world (in the singular). New connections are possible— inter 
se— that were impossible, absurd, or simply had no room, in the narrow path 
and along the only movement allowed on the bridge. To use one of my terms, 
the various organisms that all go forward may be articulated in ways infi-
nitely more varied and surprising than what was available to them when a 
human mind was trying to look through the transparent windowpane— in 
the next section of this essay I will propose a genealogy for this pane, which 
I will extract in part from art history, and particularly from painting.

What are the advantages of going with the flow then?
“Because the first must be first,” let us look at poetry. It is now perfectly 

possible that Miłosz could strike a correspondence with something of the 
nightingale through the clever use of his unmatched poetry. Do you begin to 
see the differences between the two scenographies, between the engineering 
feat of the bridge- builders and what the kayaking people see? For bridge- 
builders, poets either bridge the gap or else  they just live in a phantasmago-
ria and their metaphor has no reference except in their imagination: what 
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does not clearly lead toward the outside should be placed firmly inside the 
mind. Not so in the second scenography: the metaphor— and what is a 
metaphor if not an attempt to drift forward with the rest of the world and 
get entangled with it in surprising ways— might find itself enmeshed in some 
surprisingly accurate ways with the nightingale’s life trajectory. In other 
words, the poet’s metaphor could begin to correspond to the nightingale’s 
own experience in betting on life. Yes, finally, a correspondence theory of 
truth, but where correspondence takes on an entirely different meaning 
from that which is acceptable to the bridge- builders: the poet’s metaphori-
cal drift and the nightingale’s drift might co- respond to one another, that 
is, involve one another in some of the new differences necessary for them to 
persist in their being— or rather in their “having.” Wouldn’t that begin to 
bring some reality back to our speech?

All the more so, if we could do for science— for instance, bird ethology, 
the physiology of bird songs, and the acoustics of evolution— the same re-
localization that I just did with the poet’s metaphors. I told you at the be-
ginning: let us follow the poets in their quest for reality; let us believe the 
poet who tells us that nature has not bifurcated, more than the first empiri-
cist who tells us that, of course, it did. Is there a way to locate the power of 
the sciences in extracting new correspondences from the nightingale in a 
way that does not force us to generate the phantasmagoria of primary and 
secondary qualities? And here I want to stress the second of Tarde’s inno-
vations, which is very important for me as a science student: the sciences 
(in the plural) are adding differences of equipment and attention to the 
world; they are not what allows us to jump to the other side of the bank 
smack in the middle of the primary qualities— which “are real but un-
known” if you remember the quotation from Whitehead.

For Tarde— and this is what sets him apart from all other social scientists— 
you should let the sciences go with the flow as well:

As regards the structure of science, probably the most imposing of human edi-
fices, there is no possible question. It was built in the full light of history, and 
we can follow its development almost from the very outset down to our own 
day. Our sciences began as a scattered and disconnected collection of small 
discoveries, which were afterward grouped into little theories (each group 
being itself a discovery); and the latter were welded, later, into broader theo-
ries, to be confirmed or amended by a host of other discoveries, and finally 
bound firmly together by the arches of hypotheses built over them by the spirit 
of unification: this manner of progress is indisputable. There is no law or scien-
tific theory (any more than there is a system of philosophy) that does not bear 
its author’s name still legibly written. Everything here originates in the indi-
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vidual; not only the materials, but the general design of the whole, and the 
detailed sketches as well; everything, including what is now diffused among all 
cultured minds, and taught even in the primary school, began as the secret of 
some single mind, whence a little flame, faint and flickering, sent forth its rays, 
at first only within a narrow compass, and even there encountering many ob-
structions, but growing brighter as it spread further, it at length became a bril-
liant illumination. (Emphasis added.)13

Science is adding itself to the world. For the bridge- builders this addition is 
impossible without having to be faced with the following choice: either you 
have to forget the networks of individuals, the welter of equipment, the 
pullulations of occasions that make science possible, or else you have to 
deny its truth value and turn it into an illusion, or at least a social construc-
tion, or, slightly better, a useful convention. No wonder: the only move-
ment allowed on the bridge is toward the world or away from it. The only 
game is a zero- sum game. But if the sciences can be added to the flow of 
experience as yet another way to fold oneself inside it, to let organisms cor-
respond to one another on, so to speak, another wavelength, then you could 
finally obviate the primary/secondary quality divide— you could, in other 
words, retain the reality of the scientific grasp without its fanciful epistemol-
ogy: nature would have stopped bifurcating.

Isabelle Stengers, the Belgian philosopher of science and one of White-
head’s greatest commentators, has been trying to pinpoint the exact point 
of inflexion when the fabulous invention of the sciences, which are adding 
to what is given in experience, is suddenly turned into a way of disqualify-
ing this experience. When do science studies turn into epistemology? When, 
in other words, does the nightingale ethologist who is recording the song as 
a wave, begin to claim that this wave allows him or her to deduct the song 
you hear from the total sum of experience?14

James defined radical empiricism, what I prefer to call second empiricism, 
as a way not to choose: we do not want more than what is given in experi-
ence, he said, but we certainly do not want less either. This is what the kay-
akers keep wondering about the bridge- builders: why is it that instead of 
giving us more, the sciences have been kidnapped into the rather dirty 
business of giving us less? Here is Whitehead’s plea, again from The Con-
cept of Nature:

For natural philosophy everything perceived is in nature. We may not pick 
and choose. For us the red glow of the sunset should be as much part of nature 
as are the molecules and electric waves by which men of science would explain 
the phenomenon.  .  .  . For example, the fire is burning and we see a red coal. 
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This is explained in science by radiant energy from the coal entering our 
eyes. . . . The real question is, When red is found in nature, what else is found 
there also? Namely we are asking for an analysis of the accompaniments in na-
ture of the discovery of red in nature.” (CN, 29, 41, emphases added)

Notice Whitehead’s repetition: “in nature of the discovery of red in na-
ture.” Not in our mind. No bridge- building here, no two banks, no salto 
mortale, no reconciliation, no dialectic, no clever intermediary solution: 
“So far as reality is concerned all our sense- perceptions are in the same 
boat, and must be treated on the same principle” (CN, 44). The attempt of 
science studies, of sociology— in Tarde’s sense— is to look at those “accom-
paniments” in order to detect what “else is found also.” How many other 
things are accompanying, flowing with the flow, when we try to be atten-
tive to new features of what is also given in experience? Answering those 
questions would allow us to find an exit for Miłosz’s bird and to respect the 
truth- telling of poetry and the verities of the sciences without, for this rea-
son, confusing them with one another.

There is a third way in which connections can be made if we go with the 
flow, a way that is impossible if we stay on the bridge: the nightingale 
specialists— some of them like Marc Naguib and Valentin Amrhein have 
written hundreds of articles15— tell us that the songs of the males have been 
dramatically altered in recent times because of the noise of traffic— they 
have to raise their voices— and because of the fragmentation of their forest 
habitat— they have to sing at a higher and higher pitch and for longer and 
longer to be listened to and to find a mate. The result is that their voice be-
comes hoarse, and they exhaust themselves in singing, so much so that 
they might, in the end, be incapable of fulfilling their marital duty even if 
they have ended up finding a mate. Now, where would you lodge this type 
of relation, or rather interference, inside the scenography of the bridge- 
building? It would be at best interesting but immaterial to the knowledge 
activity, or at least on an entirely different plane from the word/world ref-
erential business. And yet, who could deny that those sorts of relations, of 
interferences, of intermingling have become so crucial in recent years that 
the very existence of one of the terms, namely the nightingale, could be 
interrupted? The nightmare of idealism was that when the mind was shut 
off, the world itself vanished. Idealism has now come true: human minds 
might be able to shut the nightingale song out of existence altogether. 
Surely you would agree that there should be a philosophy that allows eco-
logical relations to be added to those of science creation and to the grasp 
of poetry.
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I hope I have shown why we do not know how to live in the phantasma-
goria of divided experience, having to choose between meaning without 
reality and reality without meaning. Organisms and societies, in other 
words, might not have the luxury of being disciples of Kant: they might 
have no time to add secondary qualities on top of primary ones in order to 
fumble for a synthesis, especially if such a synthesis is impossible. To the 
inevitable an sich they might prefer the connections inter se.

The Aesthetics of Matters of Concern

An active school of philosophy is quite as important  
for the locomotion of ideas, as an active school of  

railway engineers is for the locomotion of fuel.
— Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World

Adrian Walker is posing for the great photographer Jeff Wall.16 A 
mummified limb is also posing, detached rather unwillingly from the rest 
of a body once alive, its shapes and shadows brightly contrasted on a 
greenish- blue tablecloth. The artist is pondering how to complete his draw-
ing whose shape and shadows are clearly detached on the large, white, 
brightly lit drawing paper— the greenish- blue tablecloth and the white paper 
being of almost the same size. No doubt that the artist, Adrian Walker, is 
also pondering what it means to be a model for a fastidious photographer 
like Jeff Wall. After all, what he is attempting with the limb, Wall is trying 
to do to him— that is, to capture the whole site through the highly elabo-
rated and carefully staged pellicle of his analogue photographic machin-
ery, much as Walker himself has been trying for some time now to have the 
limb jump from out of the greenish- blue cloth to the white paper (and sure-
ly it takes as much time to draw so delicately as it does to take photographs 
in such a carefully staged manner).

Walker is absorbed in his task, so much so that the art historian Michael 
Fried, in commenting on this image, considers it as a very contemporary 
example of what he calls absorption— in opposition, to use the terms he bor-
rows from Diderot, to “theatrical” art, and to art that is turned explicitly 
toward the spectator.17 So while this scene has been staged, it is a picture of 
total, almost maddening absorption, both for Walker drawing his limb and 
for Jeff Wall photographing “his” Walker pondering over “his” limb. And 
I do not doubt that your response will be the same as Fried’s or mine: total 
absorption in the total strangeness of this scene. What is happening here?
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You will surely have noticed the plastic containers and the white tiling, 
so white and so reflective that it is as if the northern light, so important for 
art history, had almost overexposed the whole print. We are not in an art-
ist’s studio; rather, the full title of the work clearly gives us Adrian Walker, 
artist, drawing from a specimen in a laboratory in the Deptartment of Anato-
my at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 1992. This is an instance 
of Laboratory Life: the white light of the Enlightenment floods over the skills 
of the draughtsman in one of the rare remaining disciplines, namely anato-
my, where drawing remains superior in scientific precision to photographs 
and the direct impressions produced by automated techniques. To this day, 
competent artists are still necessary to make a limb jump from the table-
cloth to the paper. And this mysterious jump, or rather this abysmal gap 
between the model and its copy, might be what has suspended Adrian 
Walker’s gaze and made him hold his chin in a posture just as absorbed as 
that of Rodin’s Thinker. Indeed, for an artist as well as for a scientist— or for 
any combination of the two— what is more mysterious than this gap be-
tween a copy and a model? So mysterious that Jeff Wall, the second in line, 

Figure 3.1. This image of Adrian Walker dramatizes the scenography of matters of fact. 
Adrian Walker, artist, drawing from a specimen in a laboratory in the Department of 
Anatomy at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 1992. Transparency in 
lightbox, 119 × 164 cm. Photograph by Jeff Wall. Courtesy of the artist.
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has accepted running the risk that his whole canvas, I mean his print, is 
devoured by such an obsessively bright light.

And yet we, who are third in line in this chain of contaminating absorp-
tion, should resist this bright light, which is blinding us to the utter im-
plausibility of such a staged situation. What is fascinating in this print is 
that a contemporary artist, Jeff Wall, gives us in one shot the history of 
three centuries of a very peculiar aesthetic, at the very moment when it has 
so thoroughly disappeared. Or this is, at least, how I wish to interpret this 
photograph.

I want to say that this print summarizes the whole aesthetic of matters of 
fact as it has emerged around the sixteenth century in a close and complex 
association of artists, scientists, theologians, and their various patrons. One 
could object at this point: how could matters of fact depend on any sort of 
aesthetic? Matters of fact are matters of fact and if there is something that 
escapes any staging, any artificial trick, any mediation it is exactly that: a 
goddammit solid matter of fact beyond any human intention: “It is there 
whether you like it or not!” (And here, we can imagine the point being 
punctuated with the banging of a fist.)18 But the splendid beauty— not to 
say the subtle irony— of Jeff Wall’s print tells the exact opposite story: there 
is nothing more amazingly artificial, more carefully staged, more histori-
cally coded than meeting a matter of fact face to face.

Look at the picture again: you can say everything you want to about this 
scene but not that it is a summary of common- sense experience! Where on 
earth would you meet a mummified limb on a tablecloth? Is this the way 
you recognize your own limb, or caress the arm of your lover, or indeed 
encounter the fist of the realist who is trying to punch you in the nose with 
hard facts much like Thomas Gradgrind in Dickens’s Hard Times? Of 
course not. When is it the case that you find yourself seated, quietly facing 
such a matter of fact? Even cannibals, if there still are any, would not re-
main seated like that in front of such an appetizing delicacy. Most of our 
experience is not obtained that way: instead we run with a pack of simulta-
neous events running parallel to us. And tell me, if, by the most extraordi-
nary contrivance, you were asked to be seated face to face with a piece of 
dead body, when would you be requested in addition, not to touch it, not to 
hold it with your own hand, not to vomit on it out of disgust much like 
Roquentin, but instead to draw it from a distance of about forty centime-
ters, as if you wanted, through a feat of an even more extravagant anatomy, 
to detach its drawable shape from its undrawable material composition?
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Everything in this scene is implausible, contrived, in such a face- to- face 
situation of a human mind pondering over the yawning gap of an object that 
he or she wants nonetheless to transport by building an impossible bridge 
between the greenish- blue tablecloth and the white rectangular paper. No 
surprise that Adrian Walker has been asked by Jeff Wall to hold his chin in 
his hand and let his attention self- destruct in the most suspended, self- 
absorbed meditation, in the brightest, self- disappearing light. In the white 
space, it is the notion of matters of fact, indeed it is its whole aesthetic, that 
is being suspended and that is fading away.

Still, one could object and say that this scene, because it takes place in a 
laboratory, reveals the normal, mundane ways in which objectivity is pro-
duced. Although it might seem extravagant in terms of daily experience, 
because, apart from butchers and cannibals, no one meets detached limbs 
this way, there is nothing strange in having scientists face an object that 
they try to make jump from a three- dimensional material reality into a 
two- dimensional shape on a piece of paper. This is not what ordinary peo-
ple do, but it is for sure what anatomists do.

I am sorry to say that this is far from the case, and here I have some ex-
perience in studying laboratory practice. In a laboratory, investigators do 
not take the pose of Rodin’s Thinker, but rather the active pragmatic pose of 
the Tinkerer, actively engaging in pipetting, shaking reagents, taking notes, 
none of which could be accounted for in terms of a single salto mortale from 
“the world” to “the word.” Instead, scientific practice establishes chains of 
reference that researchers anxiously follow through successive reincarna-
tions.19 If you had to follow objectivity- making practice, you would have to 
use a very long videotape in which many different actors would also appear. 
So, in no way, can the aesthetic of matters of fact pass for a description of 
what it is that scientists do.

Is it not extraordinary then that the primeval scene of matters of fact 
remains the total absorption of one mind facing a piece of dead material, 
when such a stage cannot pay justice even to the making of objects so dear 
to epistemologists, namely scientific facts? How can we explain that we take 
matters of fact to be the ahistorical ingredients of the world, when they are 
visible only in highly artificial sites, where you need a seated human— 
usually a middle- aged male— gazing (not touching, not hearing, not ma-
nipulating) at something that is of middle size, brightly lit, highly con-
trasted; something that, in addition, is situated at about average height (not 
much higher or lower than the horizon line); standing never much farther 
away than a distance of about a meter; a strange situation in which both 
the man and the object are engaged in the amazing feat of crossing the 
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bridge, without any visible intermediaries, between only two elements, the 
copy and the model, which are themselves related mimetically: the copy has 
to resemble the model, and ideally to be super- imposable onto it? Nowhere, 
in any laboratory that we know, has any objective fact ever been produced 
that way, and yet this is the model for all our relations to matters of fact: the 
limb is on the blue tablecloth; the cat is on the mat; “The facts are there, god-
dammit, whether you like it or not.”

In the previous section of this essay, I contrasted two ways of rendering 
what is given in experience. I used the metaphor of riverbanks, one of the 
sides being the word— or the social, or the mind— while on the other side 
lay the world— or the material, or the natural. One enterprise consisted in 
trying to bridge the river by achieving the feat of accurate reference. But 
there was another enterprise, as I showed, that consisted of going with the 
flow and considering what sort of grasp we have of experience when, drift-
ing sideways, we practice a bit of what I called “kayaking.” I proposed that 
we consider that the mystery of bridging the gap— this abyss that makes 
Adrian Walker ponder in such a self- absorbed way— is not as deep and re-
vealing as the experience of going with the flow: this is what would hap-
pen for instance if Jeff Wall had tried to capture the movements, the dura-
tion in which those organisms are by necessity involved; for instance if he 
had followed the rotting flesh of the limb; or, if using Peter Sloterdijk’s 
type of interest, we had become suddenly sensitive to the tiny bubble in-
side which this whole scene takes place: what sort of envelopes— Sloterdijk’s 
expression— have to be in place for Walker to work in peace, without any 
noise, disturbance, agitation?20 What is the strange air- condition— another 
of his concepts— needed for the very scene to unfold? If we had shifted our 
attention in any of those ways, no doubt suddenly, The Gigantic Gap be-
tween the World out There and the Mind in Here would have vanished 
because another entirely different topology of inside and outside would 
have appeared: this time the one between the Vancouver Department of 
Anatomy and the rest of the university: a tiny bubble of objects and sub-
jects mixed up within a fragile foam of other tiny bubbles whose presence 
is deduced from the picture but who remain nonetheless wholly invisible.

No doubt that if we were practicing such a series of operations, we would 
consider Jeff Wall’s print as a freeze frame of a highly mobile and quickly 
changing film presenting us with an entirely different story, much as Svet-
lana Alpers did when, in her masterpiece The Art of Describing, she forced 
the amateurs of still lives and Dutch paintings to replace their fascinated 
gaze over so- called objective and mimetic style by an inquiry into the 
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whole Dutch Republic Empire.21 No doubt, matters of fact are the result of 
a specific style; they do not stand for reason; they do not stand even for 
empiricism, if by this label we mean what is given in experience. And they 
certainly do not stand for the sciences, as if those had nothing else to do 
but to bridge the gap between words and world.

What I will argue here is that the other mystery to ponder, the one to 
make us seize our chin in our hand and imitate Rodin’s pose for a very long 
time, is not how we can convince the world to jump into representation (or 
a human limb to somersault onto a piece of paper much like a lion through 
a circle of fire), but how come we have, for three centuries, discounted what 
is given to us through experience and replaced it instead with something 
never experienced that philosophers nonetheless have the nerve to call “em-
pirical” and “matters of factual”? Now, this is quite a feat! As I said earlier, 
using Alfred North Whitehead’s marvelous expression: how did we manage 
to behave as if Nature had “bifurcated” into primary qualities— which, if 
you remember, are real, material, without value and goals, and known only 
through totally unknown conduits— and secondary qualities— which are 
nothing but “psychic additions” projected by the human mind onto a mean-
ingless world of pure matter and which have no external reality although 
they carry goals and values. How did we succeed in having the whole of 
philosophy reduced to a choice between two meaninglessnesses: the real but 
meaningless matter and the meaningful but unreal symbol?

This situation, which was fully developed in the seventeenth century, has 
been well summarized by the great historian of science E. J. Dijksterhuis:

The distinction in question may be defined as an objective treatment of the 
primary qualities and a subjective treatment of the secondary qualities, i.e., the 
former are considered as objectively present, independent of the perceiving 
subject, in the physical body perceived, and the latter as only existing in the 
consciousness of the perceiving person. . . . The fact that the primary qualities 
(size, shape, motion) are, after all, presented to us only through sense perception, 
so that the very distinction is really futile, was realized very seldom. The feeling 
that in mathematics and mechanics it was possible to arrive, apparently without 
any recourse to sense- experience and yet with a sense of being supported by suf-
ficient evidence, at an extensive knowledge of the geometrico- mechanical quali-
ties, inevitably gave these sciences a place apart. (Emphasis added.)22

And then he adds:

While for science the mechanistic conception was stimulating and productive, 
it confronted philosophy with the difficult problem of the real relation be-
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tween the world of our perceptions and feelings and the world of the mechani-
cal process outside, which is so entirely different in character. The natural sci-
ences were faced with the difficult but promising task of devising mechanical 
systems to account for physical facts; philosophy, on the other hand, had to 
solve the hopeless problem of deriving psychic from physical phenomena. It is 
not surprising that their ways began to diverge, that the natural sciences began 
to follow a course of their own without bothering too much about the philo-
sophical legitimacy of what they were doing, and that philosophy proved less 
and less capable of fulfilling, with regard to the study of nature, the leading 
role it ought to have played in an ideal co- operation of the mental faculties. 
(Emphasis added.)23

So, no matter how “futile” this distinction has been, philosophy until now 
has been trying to solve “the hopeless problem” of bridging a nonexistent 
gap. The question before us now is to see whether or not we can exert the 
rights of reason all the way— that is, along the flow of experience— abandon 
this “hopeless” task, and lead our “mental faculties” along a more promising 
path. Can we end the bifurcation of nature and pay our respects to experi-
ence without having to discount it on behalf of a totally artificial and im-
plausible feeling that passes for common sense? This is how Whitehead 
puts the problem in Modes of Thought, with the illustration of President 
Roosevelt’s second inauguration in 1937:

My aim in these lectures is briefly to point out how both Newton’s contribu-
tion and Hume’s contribution are, each in their way, gravely defective. They are 
right as far as they go. But they omit those aspects of the universe as experi-
enced, and of our modes of experiencing, which jointly lead to the more pene-
trating ways of understanding. In the recent situations at Washington, DC, the 
Hume- Newton modes of thought can only discern a complex transition of 
sensa, and an entangled locomotion of molecules, while the deepest intuition 
of the whole world discerns the President of the United States inaugurating a 
new chapter in the history of mankind. In such ways the Hume- Newton in-
terpretation omits our intuitive modes of understanding. (MT, 135– 36, em-
phasis added)

Violence is committed to common sense when we are asked to “omit from 
our understanding” that an important event has been happening and we 
are requested to accept as “scientific” a gaze from nowhere: “you are mistaken, 
nothing has happened, only molecules in agitation.” This is exactly the 
same violence, to use my previous example, as that which occurs when we 
are asked to consider that the nightingale sings only in our mind (or our 
brain) and not in the world out there, because hearing a song is not part of 



114 BRUNO L ATOUR

the list of primary qualities (a list that is, remember, established for the 
most “futile” and fleeting of historical reasons).

Let us be careful here: I am not saying that we have to “reconcile” the 
scientific with the poetic worldviews, to “bring together” science and art, 
because such an enterprise would produce only the most monstrous hy-
brid: two artifacts brought together just makes for a third artifact, not for a 
solution. What we have to do, if we want to be faithful to what William 
James called radical empiricism, is to deny the claims of the “bifurcates” in 
the first place to represent common sense and to speak in the name of sci-
ence. We do not have, on the one hand, a harsh world made of indisputable 
matters of fact and, on the other, a rich mental world of human symbols, 
imaginations, and values. The harsh world of matters of fact is an amaz-
ingly narrow, specialized type of scenography using a highly coded type of 
narrative, gazing, lighting, distance, a very precise repertoire of attitude 
and attention, of which historians of science like Lorraine Daston, Horst 
Bredekamp, Steven Shapin, Simon Schaffer, and Peter Galison, to name a 
few, have made a careful inventory. While it seemed barely possible in the 
time of Whitehead to overcome the bifurcation of nature because of the 
total grasp the first empiricism had on European minds, it is much easier 
now that matters of fact appear for what they always were: a certain style as 
convoluted, as interesting, as historical, as artistic as Louis XIV’s court 
etiquette, Leibniz’s baroque monadology, Maurice of Nassau’s invention of 
military drilling, or Immanuel Kant’s interpretation of the Copernican Rev-
olution. Indeed, it is, in my view, precisely because matters of fact have be-
come so historical that Jeff Wall has been able to stage his meditation of a 
self- absorbed artist qua scientist: no scientist can pretend anymore to gaze 
at the world that way. The opportunity is there to be seized: science has 
been so thoroughly historicized that we can now ask in an entirely new 
light, what has happened to us under the name of (first) empiricism? How 
can it be that common sense has been forced to drift so far from what is 
seized on by experience? And even more important: what’s next?

In order to code this huge sea change between two empiricisms— the 
first and the second— I have proposed using the contrast between matters 
of fact and matters of concern— a banal expression in English that I wish to 
render more technical.24 A matter of concern is what happens to a matter 
of fact when you add to it its whole scenography, much as you would do by 
shifting your attention from the stage to the whole machinery of a theater. 
This is, for instance, what has happened to science when seized by the re-
cent “science studies,” what has happened to Dutch landscape painting in 
Svetlana Alpers’s able hands, and what has happened to anatomical draw-



 WHAT IS THE ST YLE OF MAT TERS OF CONCERN?  115

ing when restaged by a contemporary artist like Jeff Wall. Instead of simply 
being there, matters of fact begin to look different, to render a different 
sound. They start to move in all directions, they overflow their boundaries, 
they include a complete set of new actors, they reveal the fragile envelopes in 
which they are housed. Instead of “being there whether you like it or not,” 
they still have to be there, yes (this is one of the huge differences), but they 
have to be liked, appreciated, tasted, experimented upon, mounted, prepared, 
put to the test.

It is the same world, and yet everything looks different. Matters of fact 
were indisputable, obstinate, simply there. Matters of concern are disputable, 
and their obstinacy seems to be of an entirely different sort: they move, they 
carry you away, and, yes, they also matter. The amazing thing with matters 
of fact was that, although they were material, they did not matter a bit, even 
though they were immediately used to enter into some sort of polemic. How 
really strange they were.

Another extraordinary feature, as I have shown at length in The Politics 
of Nature, is that although they were mute, they were supposed to speak 
directly— “facts after all speak for themselves, don’t they?”— and not only 
that but, through an amazing feat of spokesmanship, mute and yet speaking 
facts were able to shut the dissenters’ voice down.25 And those who have in-
vented this amazing feat of “inanimism” are deriding the poor people who 
believe in animism.26

But before we bid farewell to this scenography, we need to fathom its 
extraordinary power, what Dijksterhuis considered to be its main technical 
source of efficacy. To do so, however, it would be insufficient to look only at 
worldviews, at ideas, at a “mechanization of the world picture,” unless, that 
is, we take the world picture literally and not metaphorically as he does and 
as so many historians of the Scientific Revolution have done after him. 
More humble mediators have to be added to make clear the history of this 
odd divide between primary and secondary qualities: namely, the media-
tor of drawing itself, of the very nature of what it is to picture something. As 
is well known to historians of empiricism, John Locke was obsessed with 
metaphors from painting, camera obscura, wonderkammer, and stocks of 
various goods as is clear from An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
(1690).

All ideas come from sensation or reflection. Let us then suppose the mind to 
be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas:— How 
comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy 
and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety? 
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Whence has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in 
one word, from Experience. In that all our knowledge is founded; and from 
that it ultimately derives itself. . . . The senses at first let in particular ideas, and 
furnish the yet empty cabinet, and the mind by degrees growing familiar with 
some of them, they are lodged in the memory, and names got to them. After-
wards, the mind proceeding further, abstracts them, and by degrees learns the 
use of general names. In this manner the mind comes to be furnished with 
ideas and language, the materials about which to exercise its discursive faculty. 
And the use of reason becomes daily more visible, as these materials that give 
it employment increase. (Emphasis added.)27

You need some extraordinary situations, as Jeff Wall has shown us, to try 
to take knowledge as being what appears on a white piece of paper after 
the material qualities have been peeled away from their form. It is possi-
ble, as Jonathan Crary has argued, that Locke has imagined the mind to 
be one of those boxes where, once again, a silent mind meets the world 
as what can be projected flat onto a piece of paper.28 What a strange box for 
Locke to lock his mind into! A camera box even more artificial than the 
one captured by Jeff Wall. And yet, it is the only practical situation where 
the divide between what is transportable on a piece of paper— and what is 
geometry— and what is not— sound, odor, agitation, duration— can be easily 
separated.

This is what Locke readily recognizes:

When we set before our eyes a round globe of any uniform color, e.g., gold, ala-
baster, or jet, it is certain that the idea thereby imprinted on our mind is of a 
flat circle, variously shadowed, with several degrees of light and brightness 
coming to our eyes. But we having, by use, been accustomed to perceive what 
kind of appearance convex bodies are wont to make in us; what alterations are 
made in the reflections of light by the difference of the sensible figures of 
bodies;— the judgment presently, by an habitual custom, alters the appear-
ances into their causes. So that from that which is truly a variety of shadow 
or color, collecting the figure, it makes it pass for a mark of a figure, and frames 
to itself the perception of a convex figure and a uniform color; when the idea 
we receive from thence is only a plane variously colored, as is evident in paint-
ing. (Emphasis added.)29

Without the experience of being tricked by painting in taking a “plane 
variously colored” for a “convex figure,” philosophers would never have 
sustained for long the idea that the world itself could be made of primary 
streams of causalities that our mind transforms into nonexisting second-
ary qualities. Similarly, without the obsessive metaphor of painting, episte-
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mologists would never have imagined that in science there are only two 
steps— a copy and a model— and that there is a mimetic relation between 
the two. To put it much too bluntly: the idea of a bridge between represen-
tation and the represented is an invention of visual art.

I hope you see the reason why it would be useless to try to “reconcile art 
and science,” since what we take for science is nothing, most of the time, 
but a derivative epistemology, without any relation to the “visual effects” of 
science, and which is a scion of a highly specific moment in art history. 
I am sorry to say but epistemology is the fault of Dutch painters and mer-
chants. The Dutch impressed visitors so much, and especially Descartes, 
that he ended up confusing the white piece of paper on which figures are 
drawn with its res extensa! Catastrophic consequences for philosophy: 
never did it recover from this confusion between ontology and visualiza-
tion strategies.

No one has understood this better than the genial curator of prints Wil-
liam Ivins. There are, he argues, two very specific reasons why the white 
sheet of paper on which only shapes are drawn in a geometrical idiom was 
able to become such an enormously powerful tool. Before the Renaissance, 
he claims:

There were two great reasons for this inefficiency; one, that no picture could be 
exactly duplicated, and the other, that there was no rule or grammatical 
scheme for securing either logical relations within the system of pictorial sym-
bols or a logical two- way, or reciprocal correspondence between the pictorial 
representations of the shapes of objects and the locations of those objects in 
space.30

But after print and later perspective drawing were invented, followed half a 
century later by projective geometry, for the first time in the history of 
human codes, a two- way connection could be established between people 
about the things they meant, even though they remained thoroughly inca-
pable of describing them in words. The Platonic power of geometry was at 
last incarnated into a practice: the Book of Nature was written in geomet-
ric characters, but we should not forget that it was a printed book made of 
many sheets of white drawing paper:

The most marked characteristics of European pictorial representation since 
the fourteenth century have been on the one hand its steadily increasing 
naturalism and on the other its purely schematic and logical extensions. It is 
submitted that both are due in largest part to the development and pervasion 
of methods which have provided symbols, repeatable in invariant form, for 
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representation of visual awareness, and a grammar of perspective which made 
it possible to establish logical relations not only within the system of symbols 
but between that system and the forms and locations of the objects that it 
symbolizes.31

You see that Dijksterhuis’ the Mechanization of the World “Picture” is 
an apt title: it is indeed a picture allowing us to see things in a mechani-
cal way because you can turn around and predict their deformations 
and projections. To use my terms, they are immutable mobiles: for the 
first time you can reconcile the mobility of information with the immu-
tability of what is being transported: it is as if Parmenidian forms could 
be extracted out of Heraclitus’s flow. No wonder every literate mind all 
over Europe became intoxicated with such a fabulously powerful aes-
thetic of reason. And yet, it remains an aesthetic, a way to draw things 
together.32

To enter into a debate over perspective, its history and its importance, 
would be of course impossible in the short space of this essay, but what 
Ivins has seen with unmatched clarity is the missing link in Whitehead’s 
philosophical account of the bifurcation of nature— namely, the confusion 
by philosophers and scientists alike of what is given in experience with 
what Whitehead calls “the operations of the mind” required to transmit 
information from someone to someone else. I quote from The Concept of 
Nature:

Thus what is a mere procedure of mind in the translation of sense- awareness 
into discursive knowledge has been transmuted into a fundamental character 
of nature. In this way matter has emerged as being the metaphysical substra-
tum of its properties, and the course of nature is interpreted as the history of 
matter. (CN, 16, emphasis added)

And again:

Thus matter represents the refusal to think away spatial and temporal charac-
teristics and to arrive at the bare concept of an individual entity. It is this re-
fusal which has caused the muddle of importing the mere procedure of thought 
into the fact of nature. The entity, bared of all characteristics except those of 
space and time, has acquired a physical status as the ultimate texture of na-
ture; so that the course of nature is conceived as being merely the fortunes of 
matter in its adventure through space. (CN, 20, emphasis added)

Here Whitehead offers his own historical explanation, which has to do 
with the differential development of the scientific disciplines:
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This distinction is the product of an epoch in which physical science has got 
ahead of medical pathology and of physiology. Perceptions of push are just as 
much the outcome of transmission as are perceptions of color. When color is 
perceived the nerves of the body are excited in one way and transmit their 
message towards the brain, and when push is perceived other nerves of the 
body are excited in another way and transmit their message towards the brain. 
(CN , 44)

And yet “pushiness” has been attributed to primary qualities and color to 
secondary ones. See how “futile” this whole distinction is?

But the muddle remains unclear: how on earth could Descartes have 
made the amazing mistake of confusing res extensa with what happens 
when you begin to draw a form geometrically on a piece of white paper? 
What Ivins and more recent historians account for is the connection estab-
lished between the recently emerging scientific community and this new 
geometrical idiom: a two- way connection can be established between sa-
vants because on the paper (plates, diagrams, figures, or the calculations 
they depend on) transformations can be accurately predicted. Once the 
operations of the mind are brought in, it is only a small step to confuse im-
mutable mobiles as a solution for communications, with immutable mo-
biles being what the world itself is made of. Matters of fact shift from being 
a descriptive mode, a style of reasoning, to what is furnishing the world 
itself.

Here is Ivins again:

From being an avenue of sensuous awareness for what people, lacking ade-
quate symbols and adequate grammars and techniques for their use, regarded 
as “secondary qualities,” sight has today become the principal avenue of the 
sensuous awareness upon which systematic thought about nature is based. Sci-
ence and technology have advanced in more than direct ratio to the ability 
of men to contrive methods by which phenomena which otherwise could be 
known only through the sense of touch, hearing, taste, and smell, have been 
brought within the range of visual recognition and measurement and thus be-
come subject to that logical symbolization without which rational thought and 
analysis are impossible. The discovery of the early forms of these grammars 
and techniques constitutes that beginning of the rationalization of sight 
which, it is submitted, was the most important event of the Renaissance. (Em-
phasis added.)33

None of us, I suppose, will deny that Ivins is right: for proof, you simply 
have to look at your computer, the epitome of Renaissance space to which 
we should add the ideal Leibnizian library. Digitalization, as Simon Schaffer 
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and Adam Lowe have shown, is not so much an innovation as the achieve-
ment of a three centuries’ old dream. Leibniz’s nickname is Google scholar.34 
Whether you are architects using CAD design, engineers, accountants, phy-
sicians pondering over patients’ files, downloaders of some sort, videogame 
addicts, you live in the “Rationalization of Sight” (Ivins’s title). And yet what 
is amazing is that this enormously developed and materialized aesthetic of 
matters of fact has been unable to evolve to absorb the new matters of con-
cern. Inundated by innovations, we are living in a more and more archaic 
representation of our real state of affairs.

But before I reach this last question, I have to summarize our progress so 
far. If you remember the argument made in the previous section,  you will 
notice that we now have a precise conduit for explaining the bifurcation 
of nature. The distinction between primary and secondary qualities is the 
professional hazard of watching mummified limbs for too long. Then the 
idea might come to you to separate what you can draw on the white paper— 
the form— from the matter— the limb an sich— and then, through another 
extraordinary move, to fuse the ability of Adrian Walker to transport the 
painted limb to some other place without this limb rotting or being in any 
way corrupted into the ways in which the limb itself transports its material 
components through time. Substance is a digital dance on paper. By com-
plementing Whitehead with Ivins, we can now understand these enigmatic 
sentences of The Concept of Nature:

Thus even if you admit that the adherents of substance can be allowed to con-
ceive substance as matter, it is a fraud to slip substances into space on the plea 
that space expresses relations between substances. (CN, 21)

My argument is that this dragging in of the mind as making additions of its 
own to the thing posited for knowledge by sense- awareness is merely a way of 
shirking the problem of natural philosophy. That problem is to discuss the re-
lations inter se of things known, abstracted from the bare fact that they are 
known. . . . Natural philosophy should never ask, what is in the mind and what 
is in nature. (CN, 30)

The question before us is to see how can we suspend this “fraudulent ex-
port” of ways of knowing (in Ivins’s rendering: drawing in perspective) 
into the relations inter se among betting organisms. But at least we now 
have a comprehensible historical path of intermediaries through which na-
ture bifurcated and thus presented to the philosophical mind, from Hume 
all the way to contemporary neurophilosophers, the “hopeless task” of 
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bridging a nonexistent gap. There is no gap to be bridged but there is a joint 
history of science, of art— and I will add, of politics— to be taken up. Now 
that we begin to see how the aesthetic of matters of fact works, it is a much 
less impossible undertaking to explore what would happen were we to 
modify the scenography through which experience tries to capture matters 
of concern.

I hope it is clear that there is no possible reconciliation between art and 
science, no aestheticization of beautiful results of science (fractals, galax-
ies, brain scans, etc.), but an immense building site where once again, just 
as in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, every intellectual skill from 
artists, scientists, politicians, statesmen, organizers of all kinds, merchants 
and patrons, are trying to reinvent an Art of Describing, or rather an Art of 
Redescribing matters of fact to stop the “fraudulent export” and take up 
“what is given in experience.”

I am afraid that it must also be terribly clear how unfit I am for the task 
that I have now laid before us. And yet, even though it is much more diffi-
cult to discern the future than to make a history of the past, I have to sketch 
at least what would happen if we possessed an aesthetic of matters of con-
cern. The only way to do that in the space remaining is to briefly indicate 
what, in industry, is called the specifications of the tender— not the project 
itself but the conditions that you have to fulfill if you want to submit a pro-
posal for the tender. Here are a few that this alternative scenography should 
be able to stage through whatever means you see fit. And I have no doubt 
that there are many people more competent that I to submit a proposal.

Specification one: matters of concern have to matter. Matters of fact 
were distorted by the totally implausible necessity of being pure stuff of no 
interest whatsoever— just sitting there like a mummified limb— while at 
the same time being able to “make a point,” humiliate human subjectivity, 
speak directly without speech apparatus and quiet dissenting voices. Now, 
this is a bit too much to do at once for some “middle- sized dry goods.” Can 
we do better and distinguish those various and confused layers to make 
sure that our scenography registers that they matter for some people who 
have to be specified, and for whom they are the source of an intense inter-
est and a redirected attention? The matter of materialists was a fraudulent 
mixture of politics, art, and science; by contrast, let matters of concern dis-
tinguish clearly the population of those for whom they matter. The mummi-
fied limb does not tell the story of why Adrian Walker has taken the pains to 
draw it so carefully; but if the nightingale song has drawn the attention of 
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bird watchers, let this conduit for attention be now visible, instead of playing 
this strange dance of inanimism through which pure disinterested objectiv-
ity interests no one and yet seems of great import in our quarrels.

Specification two: matters of concern have to be liked. The great Act I, 
scene 1, of table- thumping realists was that matters of fact were there 
“whether you like it or not.” Except that this indisputable presence was at 
once turned into a way of stopping the dispute. Now we have to choose: if 
matters of concern have to be closed, then a dispute has to be put to an 
end, and not by thumping on the table and saying, “the dispute has ended 
because the facts are there.” The matters of facts are there, and the dispute 
has to go on until closure is obtained. It is fair to say that the whole first 
wave of empiricism had an odd way of conceiving democracy and was 
rather a clever way of escaping controversies by putting a premature end 
to them. Since discussions are what are in question with matter, then for 
God’s sake, carry them on instead of stopping them abruptly and falling 
back, in the end, on brute force. Are you not tired of this odd succession 
whereby an appeal to undisputable facts is followed by pure violence? 
Here again, can we not do better? How can one be polite and still use mat-
ters of fact?

Specification three: matters of concern have to be populated. To use an 
expression I have somewhat overused, they have to become something that 
is to be explicitly recognized as a gathering, as Ding and not as Gegenstand. 
The best measure of the incredible archaism of our present modes of repre-
sentation is that we are still portraying objectivity as if we were in the time 
of Locke, whereas every bit of science and technology has now become 
a convoluted, controversial affair, a cause, yes, a res. Objects have become 
things, and yet we have no way to represent them except in the bifurcated 
manner of “pure objects,” on the one hand and human organizations on 
the other. Even though the space shuttle Columbia, to use this dramatic 
example, makes no sense as an object except inside the troublesome NASA, 
as was made clear during the inquiry launched after the disaster, we still 
have no way to describe technical entities other than Gaspard Monge’s as-
sembly drawings— strange drawings indeed that are incapable of showing 
the genuine assemblies necessary for the smallest object to come into 
being.35 How can we still be stuck in modes of togetherness that our daily 
experience, our daily press, our daily encounters with artifacts contradict? 
How can a whole industry of visualization be wallowing in hype when we 
cannot even solve this simplest of all riddles: show me the people necessary 
to activate what you have drawn on CAD software. Soft indeed! Where are 
the artists, the designers, the programmers, who could finally extract us 
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from the seventeenth century and bring us eventually to the twenty- first 
century?

Specification four: matters of concern have to be durable. Oddly enough, 
this is what was more widely vaunted about matters of fact: they remained 
there while the fickle history of our representations passed away. Except we 
now know that this was a “fraudulent export” of our ways of representing 
them in the passage of nature. If there is one thing that the Jeff Wall print 
does not account for it is the means, vehicles, and subsistence through 
which the print maintains itself in existence. Freeze framing is a pretty bad 
way of accounting for duration.36 How do you keep a limb from rotting? 
Who is keeping up the whole Vancouver Department of Anatomy? What is 
allowing Adrian Walker to remain in his Rodin’s pose forever? Facts are 
not the ahistorical, uninterpreted, and asocial beginning of a course of ac-
tion, but the extraordinary fragile and transient provisional terminus of 
a whole flow of betting organisms whose reproductive means have to be 
made clear and paid to the last cent in hard currency. Endurance is what 
has to be obtained, not what is already given by some substrate, or some 
substance. Let us remember Whitehead here again:

Then physical endurance is the process of continuously inheriting a certain 
identity of character transmitted through a historical route of events. This 
character belongs to the whole route, and to every event of the route. This is the 
exact property of material.  .  .  . Only if you take material to be fundamental, 
this property of endurance is an arbitrary fact at the base of the order of na-
ture; but if you take organism to be fundamental, this property is the result of 
evolution. (SMW, 108)

This is what Ludwig Fleck had so beautifully shown: all the drama of 
table- thumping realists will not allow a fact to remain in existence for one 
minute. Matters of concern, on the other hand, have to be kept up, cared 
for, accompanied, restored, duplicated, saved, yes, saved— we know that for 
our hard disks’ content, and yet we still act as if facts could be hard forever, 
at no cost, without making any backup.37 Once again, we represent our 
experience in a way that is appropriate for a century long past and for a 
scenography we have long deserted. We live in the ruins of modernism, 
and we seem to be content with them.

Many more specifications could be listed, but I have said enough to indi-
cate the drift of this second empiricism. Let me conclude by offering a 
counter case. When Otto Neurath devised his isotypes, he was trying to do 
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something that was the equivalent of what had been attempted during the 
Renaissance— namely, to link together in a powerful synthesis a certain 
conception of science (logical positivism), a certain political aspiration (the 
socialism of Red Vienna), with a certain artistic style (Bauhaus modern-
ism).38 When he created his Museum of Statistics, it was to render visible 
again the facts of the matter of economics to those mainly concerned by 
their scandalous destruction, namely the workers who were in the grips 
of the Great Depression.39 When we look at his enterprise from the point of 
view I have presented, it is clear that nothing much remains of logical posi-
tivism, of socialism, and of modernist aesthetics. And yet, we are forced to 
say that at least he had respected the rights of reason by inventing for 
matters of fact a full scenography of great beauty and great relevance. We 
live in a different world. But at least Neurath gives us the exact magnitude 
of the task to be completed. If we have to redo every plank of his proverbial 
boat, which has to be refitted without ever reaching a dry dock, nothing 
less will do. I believe it is the responsibility of contemporary thinkers to 
refuse to live in the ruins of the modernist scenography and to have the 
courage, once again, to put their skills to work in devising for matters of 
concern a style that does justice to what is given in experience.
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FOUR

The Technics of Prehension
On the Photography of Nicolas Baier

Nathan Brown

The true philosophic question is, How can  
concrete fact exhibit entities abstract from itself  

and yet participated in by its own nature?
— Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality

Nicolas Baier is a photographer, by which I mean: he digitizes the sur-
faces of antique mirrors and arrays lush black ink- jet prints of their distressed 
opacities over thirty feet of gallery space. Through a microscope, he meticu-
lously photographs a postage- stamp- sized slice of meteorite over four thou-
sand times and then assembles these thousands of photographs into a glossy 
six- by- eight- foot enlargement of impeccably precise resolution and immersive 
depth. When a computer crash saturates his monitor with a color field of 
densely pixilated red lines, receding toward an apparently distant horizon over 
a crimson sea beneath an incarnadine sky, he renders this image as a chromo-
genic transparency and displays it in a light box under the title Failed. When 
he travels to the south of France to view prehistoric cave paintings, Baier pho-
tographs the bare stone wall beside these inaugural images, recording the 
nonrepresentational traces, contours, and fractures of the rock. And at Parc 
des Buttes- Chaumont in Paris, he photographs a stream of light pouring 
through to the interior of a manmade cave built at the order of Napoleon III.

The resulting composition, Photons (The World of Ideas), is a digital al-
legory of the cave in twenty- five carefully arranged ink- jet prints. If we 
look at the composition closely, we can see from the angle of the light that 
Baier has inverted the image, so that light seems to fall up at a diagonal to 
stalagmites rather than down through hanging stalactites. The image of an 
inverted Platonism: a materialism of the Idea wherein it is the lens rather 
than the eye that turns away from Simulacra toward the Eidos, if only to ren-
der a simulacral image of that turning as a portrait of the medium. Digital 
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photography, here, might be taken as the state of an art of exteriorization, of 
mimesis, that took its course on the walls of caves millennia ago and that 
now returns to render the materialist truth of those simulacral exterioriza-
tions: that the world of ideas is particulate, that light is itself a medium.

Figure 4.1. Nicolas Baier, Vanitas 01, 2007– 2008. Ink- jet prints, installation view, 
345 × 900 cm. Composed of digital scans of forty antique mirrors, Vanitas 01 replaces a 
reflection of the viewer with the distressed topography of a material surface.

Figure 4.2. Nicolas Baier, Meteorite 01, 2008. Chromogenic print, 183 × 254 cm. Meteor-
ite 01 is a composite of more than four thousand photographs, taken through a micro-
scope, of a postage- stamp- sized slice of meteorite.
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Across the gallery from Photons, poised on the facing wall behind an 
eight- foot square pane of plexiglass, hovers a glass replica of Baier’s left eye 
ball. It is an eye that does not see, but that presides over the scene as we 
look at its blind unlooking. Like Lacan’s sardine can glinting in the sea, it 
draws our gaze. And insofar as we turn our back upon it, toward Photons, 

Figure 4.3. Nicolas Baier, Failed, 2008. Chromogenic transparency in LED light box, 
122 × 244 cm. The image derives from a computer crash that saturated Baier’s monitor 
with a color field resembling a red sea receding toward a distant horizon.

Figure 4.4. Nicolas Baier, Canvas, 2010. Ink-jet print, 295 × 445 cm. Rather than record-
ing images of cave paintings in southern France, Baier photographs the stone wall be-
side these inaugural representations, presenting the bare “canvas” of the stone.
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we can feel ourselves prehended by the Gaze itself, occupying a specific 
position within the field of vision of which the photographic apparatus 
functions as prosthesis. In Baier’s installation, The World of Ideas is both a 
visual image upon which we look and a relation, which has to be thought, 
to an eye that does not see, to in- visibility. The field of the Gaze is this me-
diated relation of the sensible and the intelligible, a field in which we come 
to feel the factical presence of our body situated not only between looking 
and being somehow blindly looked at, but also between eye and mind, 
photons and Ideas. Two mediations then: the corporeal presence of a body 
and the technical reproduction of an image and an eyeball. In Photons (The 
World of Ideas) the light of the intelligible is cast as material photons into 
the cave, and it is the sensible experience of our embodied relation to this 
image that solicits thinking.

If Photons emphasizes the illumination of an obdurate stone surface, in 
Vanitas, Baier’s monumental assemblage of scanned mirrors, this relation 
of light to surface to sight to the technics of photography is reversed. Here, 
the reflective surface of the mirror is not transmitted as an image; rather, 
its surface is rendered opaque by a process of digital recording that 
 devours whatever light the mirror reflects back to the sensor of the scan-
ner. “The scanner captures only the marks or the missing parts,” notes Baier. 

Figure 4.5. Nicolas Baier, Photons (The World of Ideas), 2010. Ink-jet print, 152 × 183 cm. 
Light pours into an artificial cave in the Parc des Buttes- Chaumant, Paris. The image is 
inverted, disturbing the viewer’s sense of spatial orientation and suggesting the materi-
alist reversal performed by the title.



Figure 4.6. Nicolas Baier, Photons (left) and Untitled, 2010 (right). Installation view. 
When looking toward a cracked mirror at the end of the room, the viewer’s body is situ-
ated between an image of light and thought, on the left, and a reproduction of the art-
ist’s eyeball, on the right.

Figure 4.7. Nicolas Baier, Untitled, 2010. Eyepiece prosthesis, glass, 3 × 3 cm. The viewer is 
overseen or overlooked by the blind looking of the artist’s eye, reproduced in glass. The 
eyepiece suggests a contextual detachment of the gaze, even as it generates the context 
in which an artwork on the opposite wall is seen.
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“In closed circuit, the reflective plane does not receive information (the 
mirror facing itself ). Once digitized, the avatar is revealed: a somber deep 
black span.”1 Reflection is subtracted from the surface by an absorptive re-
cording of the light that it reflects, such that “in these images the surface does 
not reflect the viewers’ likenesses back to them.”2 The viewer’s likeness— my 
own image, which I would have seen— is subtracted along with the reflective 
surface: erased. In its place we are confronted with a “somber deep black 
span” of “marks or missing parts.” It is as if the tain of the mirror, its ob-
verse, had bled through to its hither side. As if these marks and missing 
parts, seen in lieu of ourselves, were the uncanny residue of this reversal. 
As if it had become the vocation of photography to transmit the reversal of 
the obverse of the image.

As if— but this is not what happens. What we see is not a reversal (itself a 
function of a mirror), but rather the remorseless exposure of a surface 
shorn of reflection: facticity rather than phantasm. It is the function of the 
mirror phase, in Lacan’s account, to give way onto an “inexhaustible squar-
ing of the ego’s audits,” torn as the I is, at the moment of its emergence as 
imago, by its splitting between identity and alienation, insufficiency and 
anticipation. And it is the mediation of the image— as exteriorization— 
that casts the specular “lure of spatial identification” which thus captivates 
the subject and “turns out fantasies.”3

Figure 4.8. Nicolas Baier, Vanitas 01, 2007– 2008 (detail). Ink-jet print, 62 × 96 cm. The 
image as subtraction of reflection and reversal of the mirror, as if obverse, the tain, had 
bled through onto its hither side. The scanner draws “a somber deep black span” from a 
surface.
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The effect of Baier’s Vanitas is more on the order of the scene from Low-
ry’s Under the Volcano analyzed by Clement Rosset in Le réel: Traité de 
l’idiotie. “Why was he here,” the Consul in Lowry’s novel asks himself: “why 
was he always more or less, here?” “He would have been glad of a mirror,” 
Lowry writes, “to ask himself that question. But there was no mirror. Noth-
ing but stone.” 4 For Rosset, the substitution of stone for mirror is emblematic 
of the idiocy of the real by which the Consul is confronted. The problem is 
not, as for Lacan, that of a spatial capture precipitated by the doubling of the 
real as an image, but rather the recondite and stupid sufficiency of the real to 
itself, over and against one’s desire for reflection. Rosset reads Lowry’s pas-
sage as follows:

To know oneself, to know who one is and why one is there, one must have a 
mirror; but the world around him offers nothing other than stone.  .  .  . There 
are, in effect, two great possibilities of contact with the real: rough contact, 
which runs up against things and draws from them nothing other than the 
feeling of their silent presence; and smooth contact, polished, in a mirror, 
which replaces the presence of things with their apparition in images. Rough 
contact is a contact without double; smooth contact does not exist without the 
help of the double.5

Whereas Medusa turns to stone when confronted by the mirrored dou-
bling of her own gaze, Baier’s Vanitas draws us into the idiocy of the real by 
turning the mirror itself to stone, subtracting its doubling function, as a 
specular apparatus, through the photographic representation of the opacity 
beneath its surface. To confront Vanitas is to confront a technical doubling 
of the real put under erasure, canceled out, as double, by the transmission of 
an obdurate absorption. In place of a reflection, we see a “somber deep black 
span” that one cannot see through or into. And again: it is the mediation of 
technics that performs this subtraction of the specular double. It is the me-
diation of a device (the digital scanner) that traces nothing other than the 
residue or remainder of a reflective mirage.

Mirror and stone. Cave painting and digital scanner. The rock wall be-
side the primordial inscription of an image and the somber deep black 
span beneath the surface of a specular double. These are not only the 
preoccupations of Baier’s work as a photographer but also of Bernard 
Stiegler’s work as a philosopher of technology. In the first volume of 
Technics and Time, Stiegler broods upon what he calls “the de- fault of ori-
gin” ungrounding the emergence of both the technical object and the human 
species. He investigates the coevolutionary process of “the technical inventing 
the human, the human inventing the technical” a process occurring through 
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the slow course of a “genetic drift” whereby the development of the who 
and the what, of the cortex and the tool, take place together.6 Stiegler’s im-
portant revision of Heidegger’s existential analytic consists in establishing 
that both historicality (the already- there) and projective anticipation (the 
not- yet)— as well as the ruptural temporalizing of their noncoincidence— 
depend in the first instance upon technics: upon the exteriorization of re-
tention through the tool, the trace, the inscription, the organization of in-
organic matter as recording.

For Stiegler, the coevolution of technics and the human occurs through a 
process of “embryonic fabrication” that cannot be localized on either side of 
the apparent divide between animal and man, inorganic and organic matter, 
technical object and living being. And this coevolution is initially effected in 
stone, through the carving of inscriptions with flint. What Stiegler calls “a 
mirror proto- stage” is this production of a psychic interior through exterior-
ization, a meeting of “grey matter and mineral matter” whereby the cortex 
“reflects itself  .  .  . like a mirrored psyche, an archaeo-  or paleonotological 
mode of reflexivity, somber, buried, freeing itself slowly from the shadows 
like a statue out of a block of marble.”7 Rendered by digital technology, the 
distressed opacity of Baier’s mirrors returns us to this primal scene: an 
opaque mise- en- abyme wherein the difference between mirror and stone 
collapses. Facticity rather than phantasm, I said, by way of opposing Ros-
set’s stone to Lacan’s mirror. But with Stiegler in mind, we might say that 
it is the coevolution of facticity and phantasm that is legible in Baier’s 
work. The “somber deep black span” of Vanitas is what Stiegler calls an 
“archaeo-  or paleontological mode of reflexivity, somber, buried”: one that 
has to be located at the surface of contact between gray matter and min-
eral matter.

It is the feeling of such contact that we can call, by way of reference to 
Alfred North Whitehead, a prehension. This modality of feeling cannot be 
grasped through the opposition of stone and mirror. A prehension entails 
neither brute contact with the sheer idiocy of the real, which draws from 
things “nothing other than the feeling of their silent presence.” Nor does it 
involve the specular lure of the mirror, “which replaces the presence of 
things with their apparition in images.” A prehension is a determinate bond, 
insofar as it either excludes or includes another item in the real internal 
constitution of what Whitehead calls an actual entity or an actual occasion. 
“Prehension” is a term equally applicable to the inscription by flint and 
cortex of a “somber, buried” mode of reflexivity, emerging over evolution-
ary time, or to the movement of a scanner’s sensor over the surface of a 
mirror, its absorption of a reflected light that will not be reflected back to 
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Figure 4.9. Nicolas Baier, Project Star (black), 2010. Installation view. An enlarged 3D 
reproduction of a piece of meteorite from Diablo Canyon is surrounded by what seem 
to be traces of the object’s existence or effects.

Figure 4.10. Nicholas Baier, Vanitas (2010). Mirror, aluminum, 114 × 81cm. Baier has re-
produced a mirror, broken with his fist, through a painstaking mimetic process. The 
pieces of the mirror were individually scanned; then corresponding pieces were cut by 
hand from other mirrors and assembled into a jigsaw replica of the original.

the viewer’s gaze. Between Photons (The World of Ideas) and Vanitas, it is 
the technics of prehension that is at stake for Baier: the manner in which 
contact, recording, exteriorization grasp, mediate, and transmit any rela-
tion to the real.
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Baier’s latest work— Project Star (black), an installation exhibited in the 
fall of 2010 as part of the exhibition Transformations— is a stunning 
demonstration of his commitment to thinking through the capacity of new 
media art to experiment with the technics of prehension. If we turn away 
from Photons (The World of Ideas)— from our eerie position between a dig-
ital allegory of the cave and an unseeing eyeball— and if we look toward the 
back wall of the gallery housing Baier’s exhibition, we find our image re-
flected in a broken mirror, its fractures spiraling outward like a spider’s 
web from a singular point of impact. Its title is a repetition: Vanitas 
(2010). Arrayed on the walls surrounding this fractured repetition of 
 Baier’s earlier work are several mysterious objects. Immediately to the 
right, a white ink- jet print stretched around a deep frame depicts a caved 
in- hole at its center.

Titled Impact, the piece seems to be a nonreflective double of Vanitas. It 
appears to be collapsed inward by a collision that the adjacent mirror proj-
ects and distributes outward, but in fact it is the image of such a collapse— a 
somewhat eerily two- dimensional photograph of an unspecified impact 
sustained by the wall of Baier’s studio. To the right of Impact are photo-
graphs of two circular aluminum paint trays titled Satellite 01 and Satellite 
02, both of which bear traces of a grainy black substance. Across the room 
from these photographs is an oval canvas densely covered with what ap-

Figure 4.11. Nicolas Baier, Impact, 2010. Ink-jet print, 56 × 43 cm. Impact is a photo-
graphic reproduction of a hole in the wall of Baier’s studio, made with his fist: his fist 
“acting like a meteorite,” he says.
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pears to be the same dark substance with which the trays are stained. The 
trays activate a strange sense of the painting they confront across the room 
as the residue of its own composition.

The painting’s black surface seems to draw in all the light of the gal-
lery’s white walls into its own opacity, stabilizing the play of reflections 
and repetitions by which it is surrounded. The piece is titled Mono-
chrome (black). At the center of the installation I have been describing, 
functioning as a point around which it pivots, is a large acrylic, graphite, 
and steel sculpture titled Star (black). It appears to be a massive hunk 
of silver ore extracted from the earth, polished, and displayed on a rect-
angular stone plinth resembling Kubrick’s black monolith. But in fact, 
what we are looking at is a replica of another object that is nowhere pres-
ent, though its traces surround us in one form or another. Star (black) 
is  a vastly enlarged reproduction of a palm- sized nugget of graphite 

Figure 4.12. Nicolas Baier, Satellite 01, 2010. Ink-jet print, 25 × 4 cm.
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 meteorite acquired from Diablo Canyon, Arizona. Having held this 
piece of meteorite in my hand while visiting Baier’s studio in November 
2009, having written my name with it on a sheet of paper, having 
watched its owner toss it in his hand like a magician with something up 
his sleeve, for me, a simple question concerning this small but curiously 
heavy object comes to mind when confronted with Baier’s installation: 
where is it?

In 2009, I hold this object in my hand; I prehend it. It is compact, heavy, 
uneven but smooth, scored with narrow crevices traversing its surface, dull 
black speckled with rust- colored patches in its indentations. In September 
2010, I see a pitch black material evenly spread across an oval canvas on the 
wall of a gallery, fading in places toward an opaque grey, broodingly matte 
but with glinting speckles distributed across its roughly pebbled surface. 
And in between this art object and the residue of its production is a mas-

Figure 4.13. Nicolas Baier, Satellite 02, 2010. Ink-jet print, 25 × 4 cm.



Figure 4.14. Nicolas Baier, Monochrome (black), 2010. Meteorite graphite, acrylic medi-
um on canvas, aluminum. 31 × 41 × 4 cm. Divided from its form, the matter of the me-
teorite, and images of its traces, are distributed around the central sculptural object.

Figure 4.15. Nicolas Baier, Star (black), 2010. Acrylic, graphite, steel, 50 × 40 × 91 cm. Baier 
used 3D scanning and stereolithography to make an enlarged reproduction of a palm- 
sized nugget of meteorite from Diablo Canyon, Arizona.



Figure 4.16. Nicolas Baier, Project: photo 01, Star (black), 2010. Ink-jet print, 43 × 56 cm. 
A photograph of the “original” piece of meteorite. Scanned, printed, powdered, what 
remains of the object are reproductions of its form, residues of its matter, traces of its 
transformations.

Figure 4.17. Nicholas Baier, Project: splitting, Star (black), 2010. The process of reproduc-
ing the meteorite involved dividing a digital model of the scanned object into twenty 
discrete sections which could then be printed using stereolithography and reassembled 
as an enlarged replica.
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sive reproduction of the object I once held, at once entirely transformed 
and uncannily faithful to “the original.”

The year before Baier told me what he planned to do with the meteorite 
I held in my hand. He would digitize its contours using a 3- D scanner, di-
viding the surface of the object into twenty discrete sections, each func-
tioning as the digital map of a determinate surface area of the object. He 
would then “print” enlarged three- dimensional models of these discrete 
units using a stereolithography machine, before assembling them into a 
compound sculptural replica. Having produced this replica, he would then 
powder the meteorite and liquefy the graphite of which it is composed, 
using it to paint an oval canvas whose shape is intended to suggest images 
of anistropies in cosmic microwave background radiation.

Along with these works, he would exhibit the reproduction of a cracked 
mirror and of a ruptured gypsum wall, both of which he broke with his fist. 
His fist, he says, was “acting like a meteorite.”8 All of these pieces are what Baier 
calls “transformations,” and their production is mediated not only by labor 
and technique— Baier’s manual skill as an artist and the conceptual itinerary 
of his project— but also by sophisticated digital instruments, by technics.

Figure 4.18. Nicolas Baier, Project: 9 stages, Star (black), 2010. Like many of Baier’s pieces, 
the reconstruction of the scanned and printed meteorite requires both sophisticated 
digital technologies and meticulous manual craft.
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Why speak of these transformations in terms of the technics of prehen-
sion? The process of transformation is technical not only because it involves 
the mediation of 3D scanners and stereolithography but more fundamen-
tally, from the perspective of Stiegler’s analytic of technics and time, be-
cause it involves recording and transcription. It is a process of prehension 
for much the same reason. For Whitehead a prehension is not only “the 
activity whereby an actual entity effects its own concretion of other things” 
(“actual entities involve one another by reason of their prehensions of each 
other”); it is also the activity by which an actual occasion reproduces the 
“perpetual perishing” of the past and the present. Whitehead specifies two 
kinds of process or “fluency,” both of which depend upon the function of 
prehension. First, concrescence is “the process in which the universe of many 
things acquires an individual unity in a determinate relegation of each item 
of the ‘many’ to its subordination in the constitution of the novel ‘one’” (PR, 
211). Concrescence is the processual composition of one actual entity among 
others. Second, there is the fluency of transition from particular existent to 
particular existent. “Transition” (and we might consider Whitehead’s term 
as analogous to Baier’s title, Transformations) entails a perishing of the pro-
cess of an actual entity whereby its particular existence is constituted as “an 
original element in the constitutions of other particular existents elicited by 
repetitions of process” (PR, 210). These two kinds of fluency have a precise 
relation: transition is the process whereby any actual entity becomes the 
datum for a new concrescence.

To speak of “the technics of prehension” is to specify the mutual perti-
nence of Stiegler’s and Whitehead’s conceptual itineraries as follows. What 
Stiegler calls the coevolution of technics and the human, a coevolutionary 
process that emerges from the mutual prehension of hand and flint, de-
pends upon a particular relation of transition and concrescence. The tech-
nical exteriorization of memory as recording— what Stiegler calls the ter-
tiary memory of technical retention— constructs the already- there of a 
contextual historicality from which further technical invention (involving 
projection, anticipation, planning) can emerge. “It is the process of antici-
pation itself that becomes refined and complicated with technics,” writes 
Stiegler. Technics is “the mirror of anticipation, the place of its recording 
and of its inscription as well as the surface of its reflection, of the reflection 
that time is, as if the human were reading and linking his future to the 
technical.”9 Epiphylogenesis is Stiegler’s term for the tracing of time as a 
process of technical retention and transmission, split between facticity and 
anticipation: a history of traces in which what develops (process, genesis) is 
conserved (concrescence, epigenesis) and passed on (transition, epiphylo-
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genesis) through the coevolution of the human and the technical. To think 
this particular coevolution is not to formulate a theory of prehensions in 
general, but rather to think the specificity of the sort of prehensions made 
possible by the historicity of technics. If “flint is the first reflective memory, 
the first mirror,”10 and if this is the coupling from which the coevolutionary 
history of technics unfolds, what sort of prehensions evolve as epiphylogen-
esis passes over into technical syntheses of memory made possible by digital 
technologies— that is to say, so- called new media?

While the destabilization by digital technologies of the indexical func-
tion of photographic recording and of the reliability of the photographic 
frame has often been emphasized by theorists of new media, it is evidently 
the indexical exactitude of digital recording that comes to the fore in 
 Baier’s installation. The capacity to precisely record and reproduce subtle 
contours of an object’s surface— to formalize its surface in three dimen-
sions, to retain that form in a digital medium, and to characterize a precise 
three- dimensional replica at a larger scale through stereolithography: this is 
made possible by the superior indexical exactitude of digital technologies. It 
is made possible by a superior capacity to retain and transmit complex 
traces of an existent object. Baier’s Project Star (black) plays with different 
instantiations of the index as trace, but all of these foreground what Stiegler 
calls the “orthothetic” precision of digital images.11

Vanitas (2010) is perhaps the clearest emblem of this obsession. The piece 
that we see in the gallery is not simply the presentation of a cracked mirror; 
rather, it is an elaborate reproduction of that object. Baier reports that he 
scanned each of the pieces of a broken mirror, generating a vector docu-
ment for each of the shards. He then laboriously chiseled out replicas of 
these fragments from other mirrors, assembling these into a painstaking 
reproduction of the broken surface.12 This process, which took over three 
hundred hours, constitutes a glacial homage not only to the fraction of an 
instant during which fault lines initially spread from the point of contact 
across the mirror’s surface, but also to the indexical exactitude of scanning 
the broken pieces and then transferring this digital record into the vector 
space serving as sculptural model. Baier’s manual “craft” as an artist tests 
itself against the precision of these digital indices. The “reflective memory” 
first enabled by the coupling of cortex and flint now mirrors itself in carv-
ing of traces, inscribing the time of the work into the materials of its pro-
duction through a complex coordination of object, thought, eye, hand, 
tool, and mnemotechnics.

Formalization, retention, characterization. The articulated, transversal 
process of recording and reproduction that we find in Baier’s work— one 
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that Whitehead and Stiegler allow us to describe as a process of concres-
cence and transition, of epiphylogenesis mediated by tertiary memory— 
pushes us to reframe debates between important positions in contempo-
rary media theory. What is at issue in Baier’s work is not primarily the 
affective “framing” of digital mediation by a human body (as for Mark 
Hansen),13 nor primarily an excision of such a frame by the inhuman trans-
mission of coded information by computational systems (as for Friedrich 
Kittler),14 nor the middle road of “intermediation” emphasizing emergent 
processes operative through dynamic feedback loops between humans and 
computers (as for N. Katherine Hayles).15 What each of these models relies 
upon is an initial distinction between human bodies and computational 
systems, however deconstructed or intermediated this distinction becomes. 
Reference to the technics of prehension, on the other hand, allows us to 
shed this provisional distinction and to begin, rather, with the flat ontology 
of actual entities/actual occasions, relationally constituted by prehensions. 
Moreover, beginning with Whitehead also enables us to shed the rhetori-
cal entanglements encountered by Stiegler due to his use of the term “the 
human” to designate the conceptually deconstructed (yet terminologically 
retained) site of a structural coupling with technics. From this perspective, 
we can see that it is not the phenomenological nor “emergent” encounter of 
a “human” and a “tool” that is of interest in Baier’s work (nor the “inhuman” 
processing and transmission of digital code), but rather the manner in 
which the pertinence of those categories is displaced by the specific particu-
larity of reticulated prehensions instantiated in differential media, consti-
tuting and traversing processes of concresence and transition. It is from 
such a perspective, and through such a terminology, that we can grasp and 
come to terms with what Stiegler refers to as the “default of origin.” It is with-
in this default (neither “before” nor “after”) that such categories as “human” 
and “tool” come to make sense in the first place. But this is as much as to say 
that they can neither begin nor end making sense because they have no ori-
gin and no telos. It is not that these categories have to be abandoned because 
they have been superseded but rather that they have always already been 
abandoned to the technics of prehension, to the constitution of the already 
there as tertiary memory that Stiegler unearths within Heidegger’s existen-
tial analytic.

This terminological precision, however, does not mitigate the enigmatic 
situation of the object in Baier’s installation. Let us return to our earlier 
question: Where is the meteorite that we seem to find everywhere dis-
placed in Project Star (black)? What counts as the trace of such an object, 
and where can we find one? The object is nowhere present, but neverthe-
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less larger than ever and right in the middle of the room. It has become the 
coherence of its technical construction, and the coherence of this con-
struction thus circulates throughout the becoming of its traces. The ob-
ject, existing neither here nor there as a simple location— but rather mod-
ulated in and through a series of particular transformations— has become 
the transversal resonance of their differential remainders. It inheres as 
much within the series of retentional, transcriptive traces as it does with-
in any one term.

Discussing the morphological resemblance of the oval canvas of Mono-
chrome (black) to the shape of a cosmic microwave anistrophe, Baier de-
scribes the piece as “an attempt to paint the universe with some star dust.”16 
So, in the terms of C. S. Peirce’s semiotic theory, is Monochrome (black) the 
icon of an anisotropy, a symbol of “the universe,” or an index of the object 
with the powdered residue of which its black surface is composed? Perhaps 
this question would be no more pressing than asking if the Mona Lisa is an 
icon of the woman it depicts or an index of the flax plant from which the 
linseed oil of its paints was pressed— were it not for the presence in Baier’s 
installation of an enlarged replica of the very powdered object with which 
Monochrome was painted. Situated precisely where a viewer might stand in 
order to apprehend the surface of the painting, the presence of the replica 
suggests that the interrogation of these questions has already been under-
taken by the composition of the installation in which the painting is in-
cluded. A mimetic reproduction of the object in question already occupies 
the place of the questioner— in front of a broken mirror, between a uni-
verse painted with star dust and the mundane satellites deployed in the 
process of the painting’s production.

If, as Baier says, both Vanitas (2010) and Impact record the impact of his 
fist “acting like a meteorite,” rather than the impact of the meteorite itself, 
then they record an idea evoked by an object enacted by a body recorded in 
a substrate. But given that the pieces of the broken mirror are scanned and 
recut rather than directly exhibited, and given that Impact is an ink- jet print 
of a digital photograph rather than a punctured slab of gypsum, what these 
pieces have in common is not their immediate presentation of an index but 
rather the technical mediation of indexical traces shifting through a net-
work of prehensions. If there is a destabilization of the indexical function 
of technical retention in Baier’s work, it is not due to the malleability of digi-
tal media (since, again, it is the retentional exactitude of the latter that is 
foregrounded). Rather, it is due to the radical expansion of the category of 
the index to include any and all traces: conceptual, affective, mnemonic, 
corporeal, technical.
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We can approach this radicalization of the index in Baier’s work by 
reading Peirce according to Whitehead’s principle of relativity, which as-
serts that “every item in its universe is involved in each concrescence” (PR, 
22). According to the principle of relativity, “an actual entity is present in 
other actual entities,” and “in fact if we allow for degrees of relevance, and 
for negligible relevance, we must say that every actual entity is present in 
every other actual entity” (PR, 148). To decide, then, that a sign functions as 
an icon or a symbol rather than an index is to account for what Whitehead 
calls “degrees of relevance.” Nevertheless, Whitehead’s principle of relativ-
ity entails a recognition of the sense in which every actual entity to some 
degree functions as an index of every other. Each concrescence, that is, has a 
real relation, a determinate relation, to every item in its universe, and the 
actual entity it composes might be taken as a “sign” of such relation. If an 
index, for Peirce, is “a sign determined by its dynamic object by virtue of 
being in a real relation to it,”17 then a prehension is the vector of that deter-
mination, the real relation of an actual entity to an object that it includes 
within its own constitution as datum, cause, condition.

Thus, given this radicalization of the index, what is crucial to Baier’s work 
as a photographer and conceptual artist is not only to seize but to delimit 
the play of such indexical traces, to make manifest specific or determinate 
transformations. He does so by exploring the technical conditions of their 
recording and transmission. The problem of the relation between object, 
sign, and interpretant in Baier’s Project is to specify what the installation 
includes, and this is largely what it means to ask “where” the object ap-
parently motivating its transformations might be. That is, how are we to 
specify or to think the constitution of that which traverses this series of 
transformations?

The problem is proximate to the basic question of Descartes’s wax ex-
periment: Where is the wax, as all of its sensible properties undergo trans-
formations in time when held up to the heat of the fire, and what then is the 
essence of this body— what does it essentially include? According to Des-
cartes, there are too many modifications of the object for the imagination 
to follow their unfolding, “an immeasurable number of changes” he says.18 
We have to abstract from the mutability of secondary qualities, from any 
particular instantiation of the wax as this or that collection of sensible 
data, and thus, for Descartes, it is the mind alone that is capable of perceiv-
ing the intelligible object as extended, flexible, changeable. It is the mind 
alone that is capable of grasping the primary qualities of the wax as irre-
ducible to the particularity of sensible concrescence.
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We can situate Baier’s exploration of the technics of prehension by con-
sidering his approach to this Cartesian problem in relation to two re-
sponses to Cartesian epistemology: that of Whitehead and that of Gaston 
Bachelard. For Whitehead, the conclusions Descartes draws from the wax 
experiment would be exemplary of the “bifurcation of nature” endemic to 
modern philosophy and encapsulated by the distinction between primary 
and secondary qualities. In The Concept of Nature, Whitehead rejects any 
division of knowledge into qualities that are apprehended (secondary qual-
ities) and qualities that are the cause of apprehension (primary qualities) 
(CN, 27). He thus rejects what we could call, following Wilfred Sellers, the 
distinction between the manifest image and the scientific image.19 White-
head subverts the bifurcation of nature by reframing the distinction between 
“causal” and “apparent” components of an object in terms of the general 
framework of his theory of prehensions. But Whitehead does not account, in 
any detail, for the specificity of the technics of prehension in the constitution 
of scientific knowledge. Doing so will help us to grasp the specificity not only 
of scientific practice but also, in a different but related register, of an art 
practice like Baier’s.

The conclusions drawn by Gaston Bachelard concerning the epistemo-
logical implications of non- Euclidean geometry and postclassical physics 
might seem starkly opposed to those of Whitehead, since Bachelard seems 
to affirm a distinction between the manifest and the scientific image. For 
instance, Bachelard asserts that “the world in which we think is not the 
world in which we live,”20 where the world in which we think is that of sci-
entific representation and the world in which we live is that of “everyday” 
sensory perception or intuition. What Bachelard calls “the philosophy of 
no” (la philosophie du non) is charged with the strict monitoring of this dis-
tinction. “The philosophy of no,” he writes, “would become a general doctrine 
if it could coordinate all the examples where thought breaks with the obliga-
tions of life.”21 “The philosophy of no” is Bachelard’s term for a scientific epis-
temology capable of making the distinction between intuition and scientific 
knowledge and clearing away the epistemological obstacles of the former as 
impediments to the latter. “Intuitions are very useful,” he states; “they serve 
to be destroyed.”

For both Whitehead and Bachelard, however, contemporary physics re-
quires us to reject the conditions for the determination of objects laid out 
by Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason. It turns out, both argue, that these 
conditions obtain only for a particular class of objects, which is relatively 
restricted (for example, it cannot account for the objects of non- Euclidean 
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geometry or postclassical physics). And, with Whitehead, Bachelard rejects 
the vulgar materialist principle that you can determine an object as a 
 simple location: that “you can adequately state the relation of a particular 
material body to space- time by saying that it is just there, in that place” 
(SMW, 49). Whitehead calls this the fallacy of misplaced concreteness. 
Against this fallacy, both he and Bachelard demand that we account for the 
dispersed, relational, and processual constitution of objects.

At the core of Bachelard’s theory of scientific knowledge is an effort to 
reconcile the opposing claims of rationalist and empiricist epistemologies. 
He recognizes that if one rejects the Kantian effort to displace the opposi-
tion of rationalism and empiricism through transcendental philosophy, 
then the relation between them will have to be rethought. And this prob-
lem will help us to conceptualize the form of mediation that is at stake in 
Baier’s work. “The philosophy of science,” Bachelard argues,

remains corralled in the two extremes of knowledge: in the study by philoso-
phers of principles which are too general and in the study by scientists of re-
sults which are too particular. It exhausts itself against these two epistemo-
logical obstacles which restrict all thought: the general and the immediate. 
It  stresses first the a priori then the a posteriori, and fails to recognize the 
transmutation of epistemological values which contemporary scientific 
thought constantly executes between a priori and a posteriori, between experi-
mental and rational values.22

This “transmutation of epistemological values”— a toggling between the a 
priori and the a posteriori, the rational and the empirical— requires us to 
understand that “empiricism and rationalism in scientific thought are 
bound together by a strange bond, as strong as the bond which joins plea-
sure and pain.” “Indeed,” Bachelard states, “the one triumphs by assenting 
to the other: empiricism needs to be understood; rationalism needs to be 
applied.” “The one completes the other,” such that to think scientifically is 
“to place oneself in the epistemological terrain which mediates between 
theory and practice, between mathematics and experiment. To know a 
natural law scientifically is to know it as a phenomenon and a noumenon at 
one and the same time.”23 For Bachelard, science conjoins experiment and 
reason by constantly exposing each to the imperatives of the other. This is 
what Descartes misses in his analysis of the wax experiment. For Des-
cartes, the empirical is displaced by the rational, rather than each assenting 
to the other. To deploy a term used in passing by Althusser, we could char-
acterize Bachelard’s epistemology as a rationalist empiricism.24
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More directly than Whitehead, Bachelard attends to the particular media-
tion of the relation between rationalism and empiricism, theory and prac-
tice, which constitutes the “epistemological terrain” of science.25 And this 
will bring us back to Baier. What we find in this terrain, mediating between 
empiricism and rationalism, is the conjunction of technics (technique, tech-
nology) and formalization (proofs, formulae, inscribed chains of logical en-
tailment). “In order to establish a determinate scientific fact, it is necessary to 
put a coherent technique to work,” states Bachelard.26 A coherent technique 
conjoins technics and formalization: an empirical rigor enabled by the disci-
plined application of procedures and instruments (technics), a rational co-
herence attested by legible demonstrations (formalization). Extrapolating 
from Bachelard, we might say that what mediates between technics and for-
malization are inscriptions. Rationalism and empiricism are conjoined, in 
their complex complementarity, through retentional traces of technically 
processed phenomena and relations among mathematical signs. This con-
junction could be graphed as in Figure 4.19.

It is no paradox for either Whitehead or Bachelard to hold that scientific 
knowledge is both objective and constructed. If “the philosophy of no” is 
the general doctrine that would “coordinate all the examples where thought 
breaks with the obligations of life,” the term “thought” does not refer us only 
to “mind” or “reason,” but to the practical, a- subjective mediation of technics 
and formalization, which is the organon of this coordination. The epistemo-
logical terrain of science is that of the technics of prehension: of the transfor-
mation of technical retentions into formally coordinated chains of signifiers 
whose relations are subject to correction.

Perhaps we begin to see how this encounter with the technics of prehen-
sion and its bond with formalization— through the detour of scientific 
epistemology— might inform our understanding of Baier’s photography. A 
photograph from Baier’s 2006 exhibition, Traces, provides a simple dem-
onstration, an argument as it were. The photograph is titled Prehension. In 
another photograph, the invitation card for the exhibition, we see a “realis-
tic” representation of the boundary of a cemetery in winter, marked in 
particular by the leafless branches of somber trees extending and twisting 

EMPIRICISM TECHNICS FORMALIZATION RATIONALISM
(INSCRIPTION)

Figure 4.19. Rationalism and empiricism are conjoined through retentional traces (in-
scriptions) of technically processed phenomena (technics) and relations among math-
ematical signs (formalization).
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across a pale grey sky illuminated by a muted sun. In Prehension, we find 
the particularly contorted tree on the card inverted, as though growing 
upside down from the top of the frame. A text at the exhibition explains:

A friend and I were sketching out the premise of a video at the Mont Royal 
cemetery. While he was struggling to film a few rushes, I spotted this magnifi-
cently emaciated tree. It seemed as though it was trying as hard as it could, sick 
and deformed as it was, to hug the space around it close to itself.

The tree prehends the space around it, “hugs” it: this is how Baier’s prehends 
the tree. It seems to him as though the tree were doing so. In the photo-
graph, the frame has been cropped, and the contrast and color have been 
adjusted (the sky from grey to a pale white background, the snow standing 
out more clearly against a rich brown trunk than it might otherwise). But the 
main gesture of the photograph is a simple one: the spatial inversion of the 
image in relation to the frame disorients the viewer, more thoroughly involv-

Figure 4.20. Nicolas Baier, Prehension, 2006. Ink-jet print, 109 × 127 cm. An inverted 
digital photograph of a tree at the Mont Royal Cemetery, Montréal. Baier felt that “the 
magnificently emaciated tree . . . seemed as though it was trying as hard as it could, sick 
and deformed as it was, to hug the space around it close to itself.”
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ing us with the manner in which the tree is involved with the space around 
it, as we try to get a grip on the image in the absence of a gravitational foot-
hold. In this case the process of technical mediation performs a reversal. The 
technical processing of Prehension, the photograph, entails a subtle mimesis 
of Baier’s prehension of the tree: of its deformity and its groping after space. 
Considered through its title, this relatively minor transformation of the digi-
tal image might be taken to reflexively encode the manner in which an object 
becomes a technical object (and an “art” object) through the relation of per-
ception, affect, concept, and technical mediation. The image is a concres-
cence of prehensions, which stresses the capacity of photography to trans-
form an object. But it does so in a manner that draws us eerily close to the 
object in question, precisely recording its morphology. It transforms an ob-
ject through an exact inscription of those objective qualities that render its 
transformation possible. The image is at once objective and constructed, and 
it is the exactitude of technical formalization that renders this dialectic 
 operative as what Bachelard would call “a coherent technique.”

A cave painting, a meteorite, an opaque mirror, an unseeing eyeball. The 
subjects of Baier’s photography are primordial inscriptions, extraterrestri-
al objects, abyssal surfaces, canceled sensations. His work foregrounds the 

Figure 4.21. Nicolas Baier, Invitation Card, Traces Exhibition, 2006. The tree reproduced 
and inverted in Prehension is visible on the left side of the photograph.
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capacity of technical formalization to transform objects through the reten-
tional exactitude of digital inscriptions, and thereby to render evident, 
though nowhere apparent, traces of their primary qualities. Quentin Meil-
lassoux has argued that

all those aspects of the object that can be formulated in mathematical terms can 
be meaning fully conceived as properties of the object in itself. All those aspects 
that can give rise to mathematical thought (to a formula or to digitization) 
rather than to a perception or sensation can be meaningfully turned into 
properties of the thing not only as it is with me, but also as it is without me.27

The constructive power of formalization— “a formula or a digitization”— 
renders the properties of an object irreducible to the correlate of a subject, 
through the complicity of technology with reason. Thinking this complic-
ity of reason and technics (which is also to think the complicity of rational-
ism and empiricism) allows us to think the manner in which technics and 
formalization function as the filter not only of phenomenal immediacy, 
but also of the categorical restrictions upon the constitution of objects for 
which Whitehead and Bachelard reproach Kant’s critical philosophy. We 
could say that technical formalization is the sieve of the transcendental 
subject: the means by which the forms of intuition and the categorical 
constitution of objects are filtered out of retentional traces. This, I think, is 
what Bachelard means by “the philosophy of no.”

The technics of prehension situates thought outside itself because, ac-
cording to Stiegler, thinking already bears its own outside within the de-
fault of its origin, due to its constitutive relation to technics. This technicity 
of thinking, which throws thought outside itself before it comes into its 
own, is one among the traces that Nicolas Baier photographs. Perhaps it is 
the real subject of his work, the non- site of his investigations. When we 
find ourselves surrounded by the remains of a vanished object, its traces 
mediated by technical retentions enabling the reproduction of its contours, 
we find ourselves forced to think beyond the simple location of objects, and 
beyond their constitution by our consciousness. The impetus to such 
thinking is what Bachelard calls “a coherent technique” that holds the ob-
ject together, in its vanished tracing, through the technics of prehension. 
To encounter such an absent object, at once nowhere and everywhere pres-
ent, is to recognize it as both objective and constructed: as the mediation of 
a real existence irreducible to a subjective correlate.

For Whitehead, to split the real into two different realities, one of specu-
lative physics and the other of intuition, is to construct “two natures,” where 
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“one is conjecture and the other is dream.” Whitehead rejects this schism, 
while Meillassoux affirms it. But both fail to adequately theorize the man-
ner in which it is the technics of prehension that mediates the relation 
of these “natures,” these two sides of the split real thought by modernity. 
With Stiegler, we can say that the technics of prehension at once institutes 
and ungrounds speculative thinking in the first instance. With Bachelard, 
we can say that the technics of prehension mediates a dialectic of the ratio-
nal and the empirical that constitutes and constructs the object as in- itself 
rather than for-us. With and against Whitehead, we can say that the tech-
nics of prehension operates between speculative thinking and intuition, 
between conjecture and dream.

The technics of prehension, projecting thought outside itself from the 
somber mirror protostage of mineral inscription to the monochrome opac-
ity of a black star, is the ek- stasis of conjecture and dream, the tracing of 
their différance by an inhuman mediation of rationalism and empiricism. 
To arrive at such a formulation is not only to think with Whitehead and 
Bachelard and Stiegler, but also to think through the photography of Nico-
las Baier.
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F I V E

Whitehead’s Involution  
of an Outside Chance
Peter Canning

Perhaps nothing more sublime has ever been said . . . than  
in that inscription above the temple of Isis (Mother Nature):  

“I am all that is, that was, and that will be, and no  
mortal has lifted my veil.”

— Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment

The status of life in nature . . . is the modern problem of philoso-
phy and of science. . . . The very meaning of life is in doubt.

— Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought

Whitehead’s challenge to the age of science is, at its deepest stratum, 
where “it hath no bottom,” more clinical than critical. The claim to reduce 
the characteristic powers of life to an accidental result of the physical laws 
governing its elements is not simply an error; it is a symptom of the mental 
illness that affects human nature generally, but is florid in modernity with 
its “murder” of God. For God too is a symptom, but that symptom served 
to tie the knot whose unraveling exposes the brain to mental chaos and 
delirium when it tries to figure out what is going on with this life and how 
it got here. The delusion of scientism goes by the name of “mechanism,” 
and is grounded in the notion of “universal law.”

The challenge begins with what Whitehead calls “the Romantic protest”— 
essentially what is known and caricatured under the caustic rubric of “vi-
talism.” The force of Romanticism, however, was to affirm the reality of life 
and mind and defend it against the bizarre temptation to reduce their pow-
ers to “epiphenomenal” manifestations of “fundamental laws and initial con-
ditions.” The Romantics were well aware that the real thing was being me-
thodically overlooked and denied. They wondered what demon possessed the 
scientific mind to claim that life was a machine. They mounted a “hysterical” 
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protest. But with that hysteria a new configuration was emerging and shap-
ing itself: the Subject in the Act.

When science joined with history in the age of Darwin, their combined 
capacity to explain the evolution of the universe grew into what is now the 
standard “universal history.” We have learned that earth is made of ele-
ments created in supernovae and exploded into space, which then gravi-
tated into a ball. Life apparently invented or discovered itself here on this 
planet. It is a question, then, of how a group of molecules got together— or 
found themselves “associated”— and began to work together to transform 
this planet into the living Earth.1 If it is true that “the power of self- assembly, 
of producing structures of growing complexity, even of reproducing, be-
longs to the elements that compose matter,”2 then what does this imply 
about the nature of matter, its capabilities, its affects? It is true that only 
some of these elements— mainly the so- called SPONCH— participate in 
the biosphere, the part of Earth that is “actually” alive. But this actuality is 
supported by a vast and unfathomable virtual or nomadic prehistory (the 
Big Bang, the “phase transitions” to different elements and forces, the 
mysterious complexity of supernovae, and so on), which created new pos-
sibilities for “concrescence” and prepared the way for organic chemistry 
to find out what it can do on Earth (or anywhere else). This universal evo-
lution is so impressive that a distinguished chemist exclaims, “The uni-
verse is life.”3

Despite occasional outbursts of enthusiasm, however, the question of what 
life really is remains largely and deeply unanswered. At least some scientists 
are able to affirm that life is real and irreducible to whatever its elements are 
doing when they are not composing living molecular communities. Others 
still claim, obsoletely, that it can be reduced to the mechanics of its con-
stituents. Of course, since those mechanical laws fail to explain what life 
does, how it emerged to sustain itself and create its future, it becomes nec-
essary to invoke chance or “accident.” “Nature . . . seems to be so designed 
that the most important things in the real world appear to be a kind of com-
plicated accidental result of a lot of laws” (emphasis added).4 In other words, 
precisely because the power to live and think (“the most important things”) 
is inexplicable under mechanistic assumptions, the scientist finds himself 
compelled to leave everything to chance, while at the same time insisting 
that the power must be “the result of a lot of laws.”

In the effort to explain, the scientific- historical method sees the present 
event as the result of a cause in the past— while the physical laws themselves 
are not oriented with respect to time direction. But life is oriented both to 
the past it remembers and to the future it anticipates, as its “present receives 
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the past and builds the future” (MT, 31). Furthermore, what it builds is not 
predictable nor, therefore, reducible. So the procedure of analytic reduc-
tion undoes the very thing we are trying to understand, that power of cre-
ative construction. Richard Feynman used to warn that if you think you 
understand quantum physics, you don’t know much about quantum phys-
ics. Is this not all the more true of life, which by its very process creates a 
future no one can predict, much less “understand”?

Today it is fashionable to invoke algorithms and programming— the uni-
verse, and life, are likened to a computer. In each epoch the technologies 
science finds most fascinating come to represent the powers of life: in the 
eighteenth century it was the dynamic automaton and clock designed, built, 
and wound up by God; in the  nineteenth, the thermodynamic motor; and 
today it is the “thinking machine” with the added mystery that it “constructs 
itself”— accidentally. But each of these mechanisms is a poor simulation— 
not to mention that every one was designed by human minds and built by 
human hands. It is as though in each era the most stunning technology 
takes over the brain, which “becomes what it beholds” and, benumbed, dis-
avows its own living consciousness and creativity.

What calls for thinking is not the program or mechanism or algorithm; 
it is the power of the act that creates the algorithm. Gödel and Tarski long 
ago punctured the logical fantasy that affirming “this is true” could be re-
duced to an axiomatic procedure or included in a complete “formalized lan-
guage”; yet the wish for a total theory keeps returning in ever new versions. 
Is it the compulsion to know it all that tempts the theorist to foreclose the 
act of theorizing from his theory? While the technologist tries to endow an 
object with life and mind, the mechanist is denying the reality of that life and 
mind. But it is really the same pretension operating in both cases; for the 
“artificial life” the technologist designs into the machine is an inept simula-
tion of a misunderstood “original” which the scientist models with his theo-
ry, itself just adequate to motivate that algorithmic simulation.

A true science of life must be able to distinguish between being a ma-
chine and building a machine, between being controlled by a program and 
designing a program. And if life emerged by accident, a true theory will 
affirm the power concealed in that radical chance. For living minds have 
thought up the machines and programs with which they hypnotize them-
selves; and they use the accidents and take the chances that come their way. 
Instead of dazzling themselves  with admiration of technology, as though 
staring at the mirror image or double of their fantasy, future scientists will 
see the “machine that constructs itself” as a universal singularity connect-
ing the present act to the genesis of the universe.
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Is there something about the way science came to exist that causes it to 
disavow its own activity? The most likely place to begin to look for an ex-
planation is in the rivalry between science and religion. Science eliminated 
God and replaced divinity with mechanics. But because it was not able to 
explain the main thing mechanically, it appealed to chance and accident. 
The creative power of God was relocated in “random dynamics,” where the 
power itself was hidden from view. So today, the powers of life— in the sense 
of its ability to transform energy and materials and use them to build and 
sustain its body, to repair itself when damaged, to reproduce, and so on— 
are wrapped and obscured in the mystery of chance, as rationalized by 
the  theory of probability. But probabilities can only be calculated once 
the initial set of all possible events is given in advance. As Bergson com-
plained, the metaphysics of science gives itself all the possibilities and 
powers to be explained. It is a kind of Oedipal fantasy: to take the place of 
God; to reduce God to “chance” or “accident” or “possibility”; finally, to box 
that possibility into a complete totality, which the scientist imagines “ob-
serving” or contemplating from outside somehow. This is the main thrust of 
modern scientistic nihilism: in the first place, to replace God with mecha-
nism, then when that fails to explain “the most important things,” appeal 
to accident and the calculus of probabilities. And in the end, our own life is 
“nothing but” a series of accidents.

A careful interpretation of the second law of thermodynamics suggests 
that the accidents predicted statistically to disorganize organized systems 
cannot explain how a swarm of molecules can “catalyze” each other’s power 
to resist that decomposition. (Hence Schrödinger speculated that the laws 
of dynamics might be incomplete.) What breaks down the machine cannot 
be the same dynamic that builds and repairs and reproduces it. Further-
more, during the history of life on Earth, the quality and number of these 
powers has been increasing over time, evolving and diversifying precisely 
counter to the “universal law” of increasing entropy or “probable disorder” 
rendering all matter- energy inert and disabled, erasing every difference. 
(The entropy is “exported to the environment.”) Since life and its evolution 
actively resist that dissolution, counteracting the second law, repairing the 
damages due to accident, the reductionist, at a loss to explain this anomaly, 
dismisses it as an improbable blip that will eventually be canceled out and 
silenced. The struggle against entropy is nothing but a senseless random 
fluctuation. And the activity of life remains unexplained and disavowed.

It is with this turn of the screw of nihilism, however, that the counter-
movement too mutates, and invents a new strategy: what is relevant to the 
meaning of life is to take the point of view of life itself. Here Whitehead is 
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unsurpassable. Consider, for example, what he says of Leibniz. Leibniz 
asked himself “what it must be like to be an atom.” Instead of asking how an 
atom looks to someone observing it, weighing and measuring it and plot-
ting the movements it makes, he “tells us how an atom is feeling about it-
self” (AI, 132) and the world around it. This is a radical change of perspec-
tive. Extrinsically considered, the molecules of the living cell can be observed 
to obey (or at least not violate) the physical laws as they move about— 
although the things they do to contribute to the life of the cell, their func-
tion, and how they ever managed to begin to do those things, are not ex-
plained by the laws currently known. They are the special transformations 
and movements attributed to the historical accident of biogenesis. At their 
best, however, scientists are not fooled by their official commitment to 
mechanistic ideology: “to recognize the purposiveness [finalité] of living 
systems is to say that one can no longer do biology without referring con-
stantly to the ‘project’ of organisms, to the ‘sense’ that their very existence 
gives to their structures and functions.”5 Consider the neurons of the 
brain— cells performing acrobatics so strange and inexplicable from the 
perspective of automatic legal behavior. They are not just obeying laws and 
rules, but inventing them. As they work in concert to predict the future 
and to direct the organism toward goals set in the future, their own moves 
are unpredictable. How the future is involved in the workings of the brain 
is a perplexing question— the question of life itself. For every living being 
has to ask itself, Where am I going? What am I about? As the brain orga-
nizes images predictive of possible futures and chooses a path among 
them, deciding what to do, where to go, how to act, what it cannot see or 
predict are its own moves. Considered intrinsically, therefore, from the 
point of view of the living brain itself, we find ourselves inventing a future 
we can foresee only by becoming unpredictable ourselves. Thinking ahead, 
we play out possible futures in imagination and try to outwit our rivals and 
form alliances with coevolving organisms and machines, increasing our 
chances and options. None of this fundamental activity is predicted by any 
law, much less the law of increasing entropy, which the living strives to 
controvert with its search for energy, aiming to turn around the very order 
of predictable time.

Our “symbolic” culture intensifies this invention of procedures counter-
vailing the “universal law”— in fact the brain has evolved such a degree of 
“plasticity” that the human subject has to be constrained by a new kind of 
rule which we properly call laws. It is telling that we feel compelled to ret-
roject this “rule of law” back into inert physical mechanism! The organiza-
tion of living cells together with our urges and “conceptual feelings” are so 
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poorly represented by the notion of law, and the theories, models, and sim-
ulations based on it, that Whitehead discerns in “scientific realism, based 
on mechanism” a “radical inconsistency at the basis of modern thought,” 
which “distracts thought” and “enfeebles it” (SMW, 76). To take the perspec-
tive of life itself is to counteract this mental entropy by affirming and chan-
neling the thinking, feeling, planning, dreaming mind— like the one you 
are reading with now. From outside, “nothing but” the meaningless (if inex-
plicable) movement of mechanized molecules. When Descartes observed 
animals, he thought he might be looking at cleverly designed machines.

This bizarre infatuation with nature’s law has been strongly (if margin-
ally) challenged since at least the nineteenth century, by Nietzsche and 
Peirce, for example, who saw “habits” and “tendencies” and regularities in 
nature, but no laws or obedience. Spontaneities, rather, chances— and forms 
of spontaneous self- ordering. Peirce speculated that the “universal laws” 
themselves change and evolve— thus allowing for the emergence of new 
regularities as well as freedoms. The notion of a law of nature is an anthro-
pomorphism piously and compulsively transferred from social legislation— 
meanwhile forgetting to distinguish creative legislating from obedience— 
and derived from ancient despotic cosmologies and ideologies, habits of 
mind apparently retained from our primate ancestry and organization in 
troops obedient to “alphas.” Somehow it has veiled the spontaneity of emer-
gent power— unless the observer is capable of “identifying with” the mole-
cules and cells under observation. (Or as Deleuze would say, “becoming- 
molecule” with Leibniz.) What is each living being seeking, from its own 
point of view, if not to improve its lot and increase its powers? Again, power 
here does not primarily mean despotic privilege to command and be obeyed. 
It means the ability to move and think, to act, to perceive, to feel, to affect 
and be affected. All the living beings evolving together on Earth have con-
sistently codirected their concerted energies toward increasing and diver-
sifying their abilities. Sometimes at each other’s expense, then again by 
forming communities of allied molecules in “mutual catalysis.” In their indi-
vidual and collective striving, their conatus, they work against the “universal 
law.” For “creation is illegality itself.” 6 And if it is “the increase of disorder or 
entropy with time . . . that distinguishes the past from the future, giving a 
direction to time,”7 then the effort of life is to reverse that order of time. 
More precisely, it changes the sense of time by making use of the materials 
it encounters to transform the present and remake the future. It does not 
actually violate the “universal law,” because the Earth is “far from equilib-
rium” and takes its cut of energy flowing from the sun to drive its life pro-
cess. But this tendency to organize is a virtuality nowhere represented in 
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physical law. And the tendency to reduce living processes to the mechani-
cal dynamics science is able to recognize and claims to “understand” amounts 
to a foreclosure of the new kind of future life has invented, and toward which 
it directs its energies.

To turn toward the future is an intension intrinsic to “anticipatory sys-
tems”: 8 looking out ahead, but also feeling our way “forward”— since we 
cannot actually see into time. This odd predicament— that we move not 
only in space but into an unknown configuration forming itself at the crest 
of time’s becoming— challenges us to anticipate the unforeseeable. Even 
more strange is that this unknowable is nonetheless creatable and arrives 
somewhat by chance. An occasion for improvisation and bricolage.9

Seeing ahead in space but not in time— beyond what we can predict and 
imagine— means continually preparing for the unexpected, getting “ready 
for anything,” almost anything but death. Evolution seems to have de-
signed our cognition to recognize and predict habitual behavior, even as 
we ourselves generate unpredictable behavior. We guess the future moves 
of various kinds of bodies and act to intercept or avoid them; some of them, 
altering their own movements in response to ours, engage us in a kind of 
dance or displaced mimicry, escaping as we arrive, rejoining us when we 
try to get away. It is this complex orientation— guessing the future by gen-
eralizing from the past, but also creating a future the other cannot predict— 
that begins to set forth “the necessary and somewhat paradoxical role that 
chance and disarray play in the persistence of complex systems, because, 
without them, a system lacks the flexibility necessary to adapt and becomes 
defenseless in the face of novel perturbation.”10 This “chance and disarray” 
means not only getting used to surprise but causing it, by becoming unpre-
dictable in our response and counting that into the economy of our pragma-
tism. What Nietzsche said of “men of knowledge,” that “we are unknown 
to ourselves . . . and with good reason,” holds true of life itself.

A concise example of internalized unpredictability as survival strategy 
of “higher” organisms is presented by the simple life- and- death two- step 
of the lynx and the hare, in which the hare changes direction incerto tem-
pore, incertis locis (as Lucretius would say),11 to throw off its pursuer, al-
most as if it had an inbuilt “mechanism” to generate semi- aleatory move-
ment. Perhaps the lynx has not developed a similar random algorithm of 
pursuit because, on the contrary, it has to stay focused on its goal and aim. 
Is this aesthetic tension between goal and goal- lessness the “essence” of life? 
Does “effective complexity” require a sustained practice of the unknowable 
non- algorithmizable precisely because that outside future must be relocat-
ed mysteriously inside our mental guidance systems?
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Dealing with other living bodies means reading their habits, decipher-
ing their intentions, capturing prey, avoiding predators, gesturing, signaling, 
faking, suspecting, trusting, emitting signs and interpreting signs, planning 
and changing plans, taking aim and adjusting aim, forming purposes— 
appetition seeking satisfaction . . . all aspects of what Whitehead calls im-
portance (MT, ch. 1). Only the living feels that living and the future are 
important. Otherwise, regarding this feeling as epiphenomenal, reduc-
tionist he sees the world as a grandiose machine that they fancy to be 
“comprehensible” and therefore “pointless.”12 Of course life is pointless 
and boring when one’s own future seems either predictable or accidental. 
Only a lifeless mechanism— with its inevitable accidental breakdown— is 
predictable.

Putting feelers out into a spatially extended milieu means reaching 
blindly but purposively into time, screening the influx of elements to de-
tect and select what feels important and relevant, to ignore and neglect 
what is insignificant. This act of filtering, a kind of primordial reading of 
“data” by every cell, descends from the emergence of a universe feeling its 
way out of chaos, and has evolved from particle systems to molecular 
structures and from cell membranes and internal somatic processors— 
already inexplicable— to the sensorium and the hundred billion neurons 
of the brain, whose possible ways of connecting are uncountable and ever 
growing. Such sorting and processing systems, together with our neuro-
chemical imagination (combinatory memory and synthesizers), compose 
an evolving Crible (cribrum) or winnowing sieve.13 Even the one- celled bac-
terium “knows its world.”14 We are the universe’s very own perceptual ap-
paratus, and our “emergence” from chaos through phase transitions seems 
due to a kind of auto- sifting, self- selecting urge the world must have had 
to be born. As the chaotic disappearing apparitions began to sense each 
other’s presence in cosmogenetic sympathy, they took shape in mutual 
consistency, harmonic resonance. Attracted to each other, they gravitate 
and “feel the force.” (“Every particle feels the force of gravity, according to 
its mass or energy.”)15 Philosophy shares with primitive cosmologies this 
sense of a world alive with affect everywhere— yet also shares with science 
the non- sense that the living God appears to be an accident. Whitehead 
himself defines God as the “primordial, non- temporal accident” of creativ-
ity (PR, 7). But accident means chance, and chance conceals the power to 
form, counteracting the “universal tendency” to dissipate.

By its power of reproduction, life “amplifies” those “fluctuations” or 
variations that are able to survive and reproduce. It never occurred to 
 Darwin to reduce that power to the random mutation and “law” of natural 
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selection it conditions. Today one appeals beyond law to “initial conditions” 
or the “quantum chaos” of “all possible universes” from which ours is se-
lected somehow to emerge with the possibility of evolving living beings. But 
the metaphysical logic of representation is unchanged; as Hermann Weyl 
(who developed mathematical techniques for both relativity and quantum 
theory) remarked in 1948, “The dual nature of reality accounts for the fact 
that we cannot design a theoretical image of being except upon the back-
ground of the possible.”16 This metaphysics of possibility is deeply rooted in 
the nature of human thinking, and leads it into self- contradiction and “an-
tinomies.” In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant drew a distinction that 
brought the era of classical metaphysics to a close and opened new direc-
tions for modern thought. Simply stated, he showed that while the possible 
is possible, the act is real; the possible and the actual differ in “modality.” 
Since the God of metaphysics had been defined by that possibility together 
with the act of selective realization, this stark division of being indicates a 
division of God himself or a rift in the nature of reality. This splitting of 
the divine subject in distinguishing the act from its possibility was already 
latent in Leibniz’s construction of God as the reader of possibilities who 
actively chooses a possible world for realization from among all those con-
tained in the divine understanding (Deus Lector). And those possibilities 
descend from the Ideas of Plato, which are said to “participate” in actuality. 
So when Kant drew that line of ontological difference, his act began the 
deconstruction of transcendental metaphysics. Existence differs from 
possibility, and the act that causes something to exist is irreducible. 
Today we would say it emerges from its conditions of possibility. But was 
the actuality itself already possible before it emerged? If so then why did 
it not happen sooner? Why do conditions of realization need to develop? 
What does it mean for something to become possible? Where does possi-
bility come from?

It is at this pass that Whitehead’s own metaphysical commitment be-
comes somewhat obscure and seems ambiguous. A semantic analysis 
yields “two meanings of potentiality: (a) the ‘general’ potentiality, which is 
the bundle of possibilities, mutually consistent or alternative, provided 
by the multiplicity of eternal objects, and (b) the ‘real’ potentiality, which is 
conditioned by the data provided by the actual world. General potentiality 
is absolute, and real potentiality is relative to some actual entity, taken as a 
standpoint” (PR, 65). In the absolute, Possibility cannot be created (or 
destroyed)— “there are no novel eternal objects” (PR, 22)— and God, the “ac-
cidental” actuality of Creativity, nonetheless “does not create eternal objects; 
for his nature requires them as they require him” (PR, 257). It seems that 
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Whitehead considers all possibility to be a complete and given uncreated 
object; thus he adheres to the metaphysical ground of existential logic. 
However, that “eternal” absolute is not locatable in time, and so God’s “un-
limited conceptual realization of the absolute wealth of potentiality . . . is 
not before all creation, but with all creation” (PR, 343).

With his equivocal division of “potentiality,” and of God into “primordi-
al” and “consequent” natures, it seems that Whitehead is unable to assign a 
definite ontological status to pure possibility or, therefore, to God, who is 
required for its “ingression” into actuality. “The primordial nature is con-
ceptual, the consequent nature is the weaving of God’s physical feelings 
upon his primordial concepts” (PR, 345). Thus “any instance of experience” 
is said to be “dipolar”— mental and physical. “The origination of God is 
from the mental pole, the origination of an actual occasion is from the 
physical pole” (PR, 36), but that physical actuality “has its reception into 
God’s [consequent] nature” (PR, 350).

Duality: The Identity of the Same

There is a way to begin to cut through the problem of possibility by 
going back to the ground of metaphysics. In fact, this is what Spinoza has 
already done for us. With his divine simplicity, he states that “the mind 
and the body are one and the same,”17 so that “a mode of extension and the 
idea of that mode are one and the same thing, but expressed in two ways.”18 
This radical duality (not dualism!) of the thing as its own idea, the material 
idea, affords a new way to grasp the notion of Form, and prepares a solu-
tion to the problem of possibility.

Spinoza’s idea exists materially (energetically) “in extension” and has no 
need of actualization or realization; it is not an abstract possibility to be 
conceived or selected and realized. This does not at all mean that the idea- 
thing does not itself emerge or that it cannot be the object of an act of cre-
ation (although Spinoza did not see it that way); but however it comes to 
exist as idea, it simultaneously (simul) exists as thing.

It is as though Spinoza, like Plato, took his cue from language, the 
“structure” of the sign. But in Spinoza’s semiotic, the signifier and its signi-
fied concept are the same, the signifying “body” is its own idea; also Plato’s 
Idea seems to be the projection of an ideal meaning as Form. But in Plato’s 
version, the signified form is separated from its signifying vehicle, which it 
“transcends”; whereas Spinoza’s idea is real in every sense— it is material 
and immanent. Who could possibly entertain such a perfect idea if not 
God himself? The point to be taken, however, is that Spinoza has initiated 
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a new way to investigate the nature of reality. The Form or Idea is no longer 
separated from its actuality. It is already physically real. And yet, “after 
Darwin,” we can also affirm that it “emerges” and evolves— that it does not 
reside “all ready” in eternity— and wherever it is possible it is real, so this 
possibility too comes to exist in time. (This is where Whitehead hesitates.) 
Forced to choose between eternal Possibility and the pragmatics of its Be-
coming, the creation of new possibilities, we can say with Mallarmé that 
possibility is the “chance that accomplishes its own Idea.”19

The most striking confirmation of Spinozist duality is that it resolves 
“mind- brain dualism” in precisely the manner required today in the age 
of neurochemistry. If every feeling or idea is a brain event, a movement of 
molecules, conversely those neurochemical formations are themselves 
ideas and feelings. There is no “parallelism” because the neurological event 
is its own idea and every affect is dual, every feeling a molecular idea. How-
ever, the thinking, feeling brain as it has emerged and evolved over more 
than a half- billion years, has developed a consciousness that does not itself 
possess or “have” those ideas— at least not “adequately.” In fact, our ideas of 
our own feelings are notoriously misplaced or confused. Many of our in-
stincts and impulses remain unconscious, and some operate very well that 
way. And when they do emerge into consciousness, they often present them-
selves in disguised or displaced or distorted form (which is the starting 
point of Freudian psychoanalysis). Nevertheless, those feelings and emo-
tions or affects are themselves their own ideas, different from the ideas we 
have of them (which are again dual, mental- physical), and the mind and 
the brain are “one and the same thing, expressed in two ways.”

The Form of any thing is just the thing itself in its idea (eidos or essential 
form), and whatever is formed is ideated as that form— though it does not 
“know itself” and no one (but God) has it adequately in mind. (The idea of 
an affect is not the affect/idea itself.) However, there is a glimmer of thought 
or mind in the most elementary particle of matter. That mind emerges as the 
form the matter takes, and evolves with its relations, its power to combine 
with other elements, to internalize its external relations in a living commu-
nity of molecules, eventually to develop a proper brain or mind. The entire 
universe is a communal “organism” in which every element feels every other, 
and consists in its powers of interaction, its relational “plane of consistency”: 
thus “a set of elementary particles could be treated as if composed in a self- 
consistent manner of combinations of those same particles.”20

The universe emerges as its own idea, material expression which can be 
re- expressed (represented) by a set of equations or theory whose meaning 
is an idea of that idea; if the matter- idea mutates and evolves, then the 
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equations (with the idea they express) too must change and evolve. The 
physicist’s question, “What is it that breathes fire into the equations and 
makes a universe for them to describe?”21 has already been answered by 
Spinoza’s principle of duality. The equations are strings of symbols that ex-
press (signify) an idea of the Idea that is the Thing. This Idea does not 
represent the Thing it is; it is its formal Dual. It is represented (modeled) 
indirectly by the symbolic language of mathematics. Hawking appears to 
believe that, even if what the equations express is true, they must be real-
ized. But if they are true, then their idea is real and it is the “fire” of matter- 
energy, fire in the form of the expressed idea. Possibility, on the other hand, 
as classically conceived (and Whitehead follows that metaphysical tradi-
tion), requires an act of realization, which is performed by God or the 
Power. In other words, the classical idea of possibility is like an idea that is 
formed first in our mind, or conceived in God’s mind, and then realized 
(or not). The Spinozist idea is already real and material. It is the power. 
Pure or abstract possibility, Platonic Form, is ontologically insufficient, an 
unrealized idea, whereas Spinoza is able to dismiss the notion of possibility 
altogether.

Yet the classical notion does have a place, just not the place it was classi-
cally assigned. Its true place is in the mind of the subject who would have to 
act to make it real. Even there it is already real, but mental (a brain event), 
and must be powered by an urge in order to venture out from the animal 
brain into the world. The God of metaphysics— its possibilities, its under-
standing, and its act— is the projection of an idealized, infinitized human 
subject.

The subject is able to separate the idea from the act. But it thereby falls 
prey to a potentially delusional disconnection of its mind from its body and 
movement. This disconnect is further amplified by the philosophical ideal 
of theoretical “contemplation” and the scientific method of objective refer-
ence, neglecting to count the subject into the “universe of discourse” fram-
ing its representations. This enframement and omission may be endemic to 
verbal abstraction, or even rooted in sense perception, “the triumph of ab-
straction in animal experience.” That “neglect of essential connections” af-
fects “scientific practice” with “the same characteristic of omission” that is 
found in the metaphysical logic of substance and accident (MT, 73– 74). 
Does this exclusive focus on reference also begin to explain the neglect of 
preference and futuring intrinsic to the living urge and available to intu-
ition only through the practice of identification we call becoming (or “in-
volution,” below)? Doesn’t life demand attention to its relations with the 
outside, eventually the whole universe, its connections outward to its mi-
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lieu, ahead to the future it is designing, and inward through memory back 
to the very origin of things whence it derives?

This catastrophic disconnection, going back to Plato and amplified by 
Descartes, has provoked the ludicrous dismissal of the mind and its ideas 
as epiphenomenal. Bergson’s question posed to neurobiologists in 1896, “can 
the nervous system be conceived living without the organism that nour-
ishes it, without the atmosphere in which the organism breathes, without 
the earth bathing in this atmosphere, without the sun . . . ?”22 is not merely 
rhetorical and resounds ever more urgently now that Gaia theory has es-
tablished that life is a planetary phenomenon. “It takes a planet,” and ours 
is alive, though not feeling so well just now. Somehow Bergson and James 
had the intuition of a living world misrecognized by a mind disconnected 
from it— and from itself. They ask us, in effect, where do you place yourself, 
your mind, your act in the world you describe? William James’s 1908 man-
ifesto of pragmatic “pluralism” stated our contemporary predicament per-
fectly: “Either what the philosopher tells us is extraneous to the universe he 
is accounting for . . . ; or the fact of his philosophizing is itself one of the 
things taken account of in the philosophy, and self- included in the descrip-
tion. In the former case the philosopher means by the universe everything 
except what his own presence brings; in the latter case his philosophy is it-
self an intimate part of the universe, and may be a part momentous enough 
to give a different turn to what the other parts signify.”23 The same ques-
tion, more ethical (and clinical) than epistemological, must be posed to the 
scientist: How are you involved and engaged in the world you observe? How 
do you include your act into your theory? There is a call to practice of 
environ- mentality.

Today it is an ethical imperative to include the subject in the theory. As 
the future is somewhat predictable we must include the power and act of 
prediction; as it is somewhat imaginable, we must include imagination; 
since it is now being created by all the living acting in concert, coevolving, 
taking chances, we reject the notion that “the most important things” can 
be the object of any science.24 If science is based on observation of “that en-
tity exemplifying this quality, apart from any reference to things beyond . . . 
dismissing from consciousness all irrelevant modes of experience” (MT, 74), 
and if the urge “to things beyond” is the very essence of life and the future it 
involves, the world it is dreaming of, then “the whole of science is based 
upon neglected modes of relevance” (MT, 74).

Spinoza’s material ideas do not evolve. Whitehead’s “creativity” does 
evolve, but not the “eternal objects” (his version of Platonic Forms or 
Ideas, PR, 46), which, as uncreated and complete totality, seem to provide 
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“metaphysical stability” (PR, 40) for Whitehead’s philosophical practice. 
As in some versions of quantum cosmology, in which all “possibilities for 
histories” are given in the eternal chaotic quantum foam; as with the meta-
physical fiction of “all possible worlds,” which enabled Leibniz to complete 
a system of metaphysics; so Whitehead and his God need those eternal 
objects. God, who conceives and evaluates those possibilities for realiza-
tion, has to comprehend everything (yet curiously God is “unconscious” in 
his primordial conceptual nature, PR, 345). But how does this assumption 
of complete totality accord with Whitehead’s commitment to creativity, 
“the ultimate behind all forms, inexplicable by forms, and conditioned by 
its creatures” (PR, 20)? In one rather difficult passage to construe, creativity 
and possibility become obliquely synonymous: “The ‘boundless, abstract 
possibility’ means the creativity considered solely in reference to the pos-
sibilities of the intervention [“ingression”] of eternal objects” (PR, 220). 
Kant’s reform of ontology taught us to distinguish between possibility and 
actuality; but if real possibility is Spinoza’s material idea— Whitehead’s 
“real potentiality”— then to say it evolves by chance is to say it is the creat-
able or discoverable power of immanent mind.

Theoretical biology has never been comfortable with the metaphysics of 
possibility as representational presupposition— the duplication of reality— 
and has finally begun to affirm a radical creation of real possibility. Perhaps 
Bergson was the first to affirm categorically “that in duration, considered 
as a creative evolution, there is a perpetual creation of possibility and not 
only of reality.” Furthermore, he likens this power of creation to aesthetic 
procedure: “the artist in executing his work is creating the possible as well 
as the real.”25 This intuition of continual creation, confirmed by examina-
tion of the geological record, has been echoed by the theory of “emergent 
vitalism” expounded by Simpson in 1949: “There is not only an increase of 
life within the possibilities existing for it but also an increase of those pos-
sibilities”; “The sphere of life for terrestrial animals . . . was created only as 
plants slowly emerged from the waters and clothed the land. As animals 
followed, living on these early land plants, their emergence created spheres 
of life for other animals to prey on these  .  .  . with each step creating still 
other possibilities.”26 Recently Robert Ulanowicz has broken the law bar-
rier, affirming “that physical laws are incapable of determining what we see 
in the living realm— that the combinatorics of complexity simply create 
so many possibilities, or degrees of freedom, that any physical laws can be 
satisfied in a vast multiplicity of ways.”27 The picture emerges of a nature so 
exuberant, its variations so abundant, that the observer, overwhelmed, is 
forced to attribute it to chance or “miracle.” Behind chance we intuit a real 
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of unfathomable depth and power, unless our anxiety to “understand” 
(and control) compels us to assign all indeterminacy to quantum clouds 
and superstrings (as though these were understandable). Is that insistence 
on prepositing all possibilities, all histories, all universes, just a desperate 
clinging to the theocratic presuppositions of an obsolete metaphysics in 
the face of the unknowable? “If an event is unique for all time, it evades 
treatment by probability theory”; “Up to now, we have regarded chance as 
an exception, but now we realize it predominates in a complex world.”28 
The singularity of chance is “generic”! It is the algorithmic generalities that 
are special cases.29

Another theoretical biologist who has seen the need to depart from 
the readymade presumption of all- possibility is Stuart Kauffman, who 
notes that Darwin already proposed a theory of “preadaptations” where-
by “a feature of an organism of no use in the current selective environ-
ment might become of use in a different environment [and] so be se-
lected, typically for a novel functionality.”30 Kauffman again affirms that 
“we cannot prestate the configuration space of a biosphere, hence can-
not prestate the adaptations that may come to exist in an evolving bio-
sphere  .  .  . If so, then the algorithmic freedom of a biosphere is deeply 
important, for the science of Newton, Einstein, and Bohr all suppose 
prediction by algorithmic calculation.”31 The principle of universal law, 
long in crisis, is in disarray now that its metaphysics is collapsing as a 
“post- scientistic” age begins.

The mathematical logic implicit in naïve set theory, preconditioning the 
calculus of probability, entered its period of crisis when Cantor assumed 
the existence of the “set of all sets,” until he realized it was inconsistent by 
showing that the set of its subsets had to be much larger. So even in pure 
mathematics there can be no closed set of “all”— the whole is open by the 
thread of time and its act (such as “forming the subset”), its process of be-
coming (Brouwer had this intuition). The epistemology of probability pre-
supposes the representational metaphysics conditioned by “the sum- total 
of all possibility  .  .  . of all possible predicates  .  .  . completely determined 
through the mere idea” and hypostatized as “an individual being.”32 Does 
quantum cosmology, as well, surreptitiously hypostatize all possible uni-
verses as a given and complete preexisting set, in order to calculate proba-
bilities, so that “a field of possibilities open into infinity has been mistaken 
for a closed realm of things existing in themselves”?33 That opening to infi-
nite alternatives is the real of time. Does the logic of science merely replicate 
the metaphysics of the divinity it supplanted— while forgetting to include 
the act of genesis?
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Absolute Possibility is the metaphysical double that comforts our under-
standing confronted with the mystery of creation, but the “adventure” is to 
affirm the Absolute Creativity inside and outside our living bodies. Per-
haps it is a matter of taste whether we choose to affirm the one or the other; 
but it is also a matter of topology and experiment. We can look at life— and 
the universe it organizes and that informs it— “from outside” and fancy 
ourselves its observer, declaiming the “final theory” in a grandiose meta-
language. Or we can take the risk of going outside our understanding to 
find life again inside the outside. The antinomy presented to our reason, of 
the absolute Possibility of creation and the absolute Creation of possibili-
ty, opens our minds to a chiasmus that turns out to have significant prac-
tical as well as theoretical consequences. For Life itself is the creator of 
possibility— including its own.

The problem of “final causality” is a major source of logical confusion. 
That living beings are oriented to the future is their defining character with 
respect to the order of time. All of our intending, predicting, anticipating, 
imagining, willing, hoping, fearing, dreaming is aimed at making a differ-
ence and thus reversing or resisting the tide of entropy. But there is no vio-
lation of the “order of time.” It is not that the future somehow causes its 
past; it is that life creates an image or model of a possible future and a plan 
for its effectuation— that plan or “project” which structures its basic proce-
dures for capturing and metabolizing energy and body- building materials— 
and puts its plan into action by, for example, “coding for” functional pro-
teins. Already the bacteria swimming up the sugar gradient and down the 
toxin gradient are exercising their urge toward the future, for “Escherichia 
coli knows its world”34 and which way to turn. For the future to be able to 
cause the past it would have to preexist itself— which is absurd, but is it not 
exactly what the metaphysics of science presupposes with its “set of all pos-
sible universes”?

Life’s power does not preexist its own emergence; its temporal paradox is 
that it both is and is not possible before it acts— which is true of every free 
invention or improvisation. It is “eternally” possible only in absolute repre-
sentation. Our very language conspires to make us believe in that timeless 
world of signified Ideas; but “as imagination bodies forth / the forms of 
things unknown,” “such shaping fantasies, that apprehend / More than cool 
reason ever comprehends”— it is shaping the world to come. Desire, Eros, is 
the real of time that opens possibility. It is the replicating genome opening 
itself to unforeseeable mutation; neurons reshaping their synaptic net-
works as a child learns to catch a ball, or sings to itself. The absolute outside 
is death (unless that too is a beginning).
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The swarm of “boundless abstract possibility” (PR, 220), whether creat-
able or eternal (or both), can be figured as a kind of psychic chaos, of which 
Nietzsche had the introspective intuition: “At every instant Chaos still pur-
sues its work inside our mind: concepts, images, feelings are juxtaposed 
fortuitously . . . Here is the last little fragment of world where something 
new will compose itself . . . a new chemical combination which has never 
seen its like in the becoming of the world.”35 In this “transcendental chem-
istry of combinations,”36 God himself might figure as primordial protoworld- 
brain taunted with the chaosmic phantasmagoria of “a void that is not a 
nothingness, but a virtual, containing all possible particles and drawing all 
possible forms which come forth only to disappear at once, without consis-
tency or reference, without consequence.”37 With his attunement to the 
ambiguities of quantum physics, Whitehead seems to have constructed the 
act of God as “limitation” and “restriction” (SMW, 178)— or choice among 
possibilities— to reflect various interpretations of the “collapse of the wave 
function” selecting “a” world from the quantum delirium of alternatives. 
Quantum cosmology extends the ambiguity to the origin of “this” universe, 
where the values of universal constants are “chosen” either by God or at 
random: “No reason can be given for the nature of God, because that na-
ture is the ground of rationality” (SMW, 178). But it is the power to emerge 
from chaos with the Form of “a world” able to evolve and create elements 
that “catalyze each other’s reproduction” and come alive as molecular 
community: this is the irreducible, incalculable “being” hidden in chance 
and possibility. This power is self- reflecting in that a universe capable of 
evolving life and self- awareness (the universe’s own self- consciousness) 
presupposes its own conditions of possibility— unless it is able to affirm the 
unknowable; it “posits its own presuppositions” as Hegel would say. (This 
is the current “anthropic”— biomorphic— procedure conditioning the de-
termination of cosmological equations otherwise suspended in a cloud of 
unanchored improbabilities.)38

To register the distinction of real possibility (power) from its representa-
tional simulacrum, consider the perfect hand in bridge, or a royal flush in 
poker. What are the odds? Well, they are exactly the same as the odds for 
every other hand. The question of odds, probability, is a secondary distrac-
tion. The real question is, What is the Power? How did the rules of the 
game emerge? Even the staunch reductionist has to ask himself, around 
midnight, What does it mean that I live in a universe able to form living 
thinking acting bodies? And anyway how is it there is any Form at all and 
not just shapeless dust and randomness— or nothing at all? “Why does the 
universe go to all the bother of existing?”39 Every theory presupposes not 
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only the ability to formulate itself— a universe able to ask about itself— but 
the desire to do anything at all. In the cosmology of the future, the act of 
the scientist will be counted into the “final theory” as its internal outside. In 
other words, what is outside the “universe of discourse”— its enunciation— 
will be included inside it as what is missing there, missing from “every-
thing” necessarily and affecting “all” with its becoming— not- all— as the fu-
ture opens in the real of time. Then science will begin to diagram the 
topology of its own impossible metalanguage, in “that what cannot be— yet 
is” (PR, 350).

It appears that the metaphysics of scientism, far from having done 
away with the need for philosophy, has merely reproduced the fallacies 
Kant thought he destroyed more than two centuries ago. So the metabi-
ologist imagines the set of all possible genomes from which ours are se-
lected; the metalinguist fancies “all possible sentences” preexisting in the 
“Universal Library,” forgetting that every act of enunciation opens lan-
guage to its unknown outside future. The simple fact of our generic singu-
larity is that every living gesture is unique and inexplicable, and creates its 
possibility.

The theory of probability is haunted by an allegory of algorithmic imbe-
cility we may call the Shakespeare Monkey. It is hypothesized that enough 
monkeys banging on typewriters for a long enough time will eventually 
produce Hamlet (or any other text in the “Universal Library”). We have an 
algorithm (a rule of procedure), agents or hardware to run it on (monkeys 
with typewriters), and infinite time and patience, and voilà, the outcome is 
assured. Fair enough, only something has been left out of this sopho moronic 
fable, and that is the Shakespeare Reader— the Crible or sifter of signs— that 
other sort of agency that punctuates and referees the game by snatching up 
an aping typescript or mimeograph just at the very instant Hamlet is recog-
nized as “finished,” before another key is struck and not a moment too soon 
or too late. What is given in advance, in other words, in memory, is just 
Hamlet itself, in the mode of an editor or reader who knows what to look for 
and can act in time. The researcher forgets to count him-  or herself and his 
or her act into the experiment as its framer and arbitrator. Scansion, the 
rhythm and timing of a punctuation, in actuality—undecidable, is “given” 
only so the scientist can forget himself. At their best, scientists see better 
than this: “Effective complexity is then related to the description of the 
regularities of a system by a complex adaptive system [cf. “organism”] that 
is observing [“prehending”] it.” 40 In fact, it is not just a question of describ-
ing the system but of interacting with it by the very fact of arranging an 
experiment, setting parameters and constraints, sorting and “pruning” 
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possibilities, criblage.41 Establishing a frame of reference or universe of dis-
course means acting from outside that frame, from the real.

The power of decision, of rhythmic scansion, of making sense, of forma-
tion, can no more be taken for granted than aboriginal Possibility can. It 
comes from the future it creates, and the act of throwing the dice or “ele-
ments,” letters or traits, and the response of interpreting them (selection 
and rearrangement) are indissoluble. The mind reads what the hand throws 
and riddles enigmatic combinations as they fall, onto a table, plane or screen, 
selecting elements to recombine into a “product,” proteins or poetry, then 
rereads and edits that, keeping (“internalizing”) some parts and discarding 
the rest, pruning away statistical noise and holding on to the harmonies and 
dissonant but agreeable contrasts that arise.

To propose that any formation is “random” is to confuse the way we come 
to know a thing with “how it is,” its existence. Randomness is an epiphe-
nomenal disguise of the power hidden in chance. No composition is ever 
random; its formation presupposes both component elements and their 
relations— the immanent “reader” that selects and arranges in a “second 
time.” This is why Deus Lector cannot be dispensed with but keeps re- 
arising in ever new disguises. There is mind “all the way down” and think-
ing is constitutive of formal reality. This is what Spinoza taught both Leib-
niz and Whitehead.

Projective Involution as Effective Practice

With Leibniz, Whitehead proposes to take the point of view of the 
molecule, a leap into the other and back and forth inside the outside: an 
aperiodic involution that is intrinsically incompletable, or what Deleuze 
would come to call “becoming- molecule” (or - animal, “Or any other won-
drous thing / A man may be ’twixt ape and Plato”); and Spinoza’s intu-
ition discovered in each “mode” (“modes [are] the sheer actualities” [PR, 
7]) a “substantial” power to affect and be affected— and to combine with 
other elements.42 What kinds of interactions this involves we molecules do 
not know in advance of trying out our powers of movement and relation: 
“no one knows what a body can do” is Spinoza’s modal battle cry relaunched 
by Deleuze. Experimentation, improvisation, “empiricism”— practically 
speaking, no one knows what we are capable of doing or becoming by “in-
volving.” And the poet “with a bird / Wren or Eagle, finds his way / To all its 
instincts.”

Whitehead’s intuition builds on the “physiological attitude” that “put[s] 
mind back into nature” by “projective reference beyond the body” so that 
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“mental cognition is seen as the reflective experience of a totality  .  .  . the 
prehension into unity of the patterned aspects of the universe of events” 
(SMW, 148). By this practice of projective intuition, “the private psychologi-
cal field [becomes] the event considered from its own standpoint” (SMW, 
150; emphasis added). “Its own” is ambiguous— but involution “goes both 
ways.” In the language of projective geometry of which Spinoza and Leib-
niz were the first philosophers, the finite “monad- mode” is the “pole” to 
which its infinite environment is “polar”; but the event involves both in 
dipolarity, of which projective involution is the back- and- forth move-
ment from unity to multiplicity. Finitude is the condition of actual form 
(spatio- temporal location), only if it “involves” the infinite universe by 
which everything is virtually everywhere. Practicing involution means 
getting involved with the world “outside.” The infinite mind (life) incar-
nates immanently, nomadically here and there under conditions of fini-
tude, as fractal process, the “infinitely self- referential . . . mind’s ability to 
bloom.” 43 We put mind into nature and life into mind and God (creativ-
ity) into Life. To read the Baroque ignoring this projective procedure is to 
leave out the power (affect) that enabled Spinoza and Leibniz to become- 
god becoming- molecule.

So the first step of our pragmatic involution is that “projective reference” 
that throws a mental lasso out to the other, whence it returns, as I “intro-
ject” the other’s lasso of me— myself as the other’s projection, the other re-
laying to still other others, and so on. Exactly what social animals do, only 
we extend this interactive projectivity all the way up to God and down to 
the infinitessimal. The “projective reference beyond the body” is not with-
out connection to the other body (across the “fields” through which we feel 
each other). “External relations” are continually reinvented, readjusted, 
and reharmonized, composed by improvisation (also known as “living”), 
experimenting with due caution. Nonetheless, it can involve us in a sort of 
delirium, as we begin to feel the universe outside inside; we intuit and feel 
each other’s feelings and ideas, sympathize, and wonder which of our imag-
inings are real or possible. Intuition must be checked by symbolic confirma-
tion. It is best to draw a preliminary diagram purified of “empathic” pre-
sumptions about what the other is or should be feeling; here physics is 
extremely useful in finding out what the local elements are up to, doing 
and sensing; as the physicist hymns sympathetically, “every particle feels 
the force.” Relations are external in the future of invention, internal to 
 living memory. The procedure opens a vast universe in which “I [becomes] 
an Other” as the other involves me and other others; in fact, no one knows 
who anybody is or what they can do (together). Rimbaud’s formula (re-
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layed by Deleuze) revives and deepens Kant’s theory of time: self- affection 
of the living subject means affection of the self by its outside— future— 
other. That loop outside- and- in is the vector of an involution of the outside. 
It is the “infinite movement . . . [of ] a coming and going, because it does 
not go toward a destination without turning back on itself.” 44 So it is also 
an e- volution of the inside. Going out it discovers and invents, coming 
back it internalizes its discoveries as some moves change the rules of 
the game, universal bricolage, recombining parts of “one’s” extended self. 
“The infinite movement is double, and there is only a fold from the one to the 
other . . . image of thought [as] matter of being.” It is this power of affective 
involution and rule- creating moves that presents itself in the dual form of 
Whitehead’s “dipolar” mental- physical, Spinoza’s “attributes,” and Leib-
niz’s Identicals “indefinable in themselves,” with their mysterious formal 
distinction.45

The “ingression” of ideas (eternal objects) into actuality, requiring the 
arbitrary “intervention of God” without which “there would be nothing 
new in the world, and no order” (PR, 247), is a notorious stumbling block 
for Whitehead interpretation. Spinoza’s intuition of duality (the idea is al-
ready real and material, it is the Form of Matter) solves that problem— 
there is no “ingression” of transcendence. The dipolarity is absolutely im-
manent. Every element is a mind/body (monad), the mind is the power (or 
affect) of the material idea to compose and combine. But mind thereby 
evolves through time by combining with other minds (bodies) to find out 
what they can do together (unless they exclude each other, or pass by indif-
ferently). Atoms and particles “think- together” (com- pute) their relations: 
“systems at phase transition are caught up in complex computations to de-
termine their own physical state” (emphasis added).46 Ordering chaos is the 
universe’s way of coming out, thinking materially, evolving thoughtfully.

Our projective intuition “evolutes” with matter through time, and invo-
lutes back into a single cell. The God of Whitehead is this material idea, 
body/mind, evolving and involving— though residual Platonism, restrain-
ing our Spinozist- Mallarmean Darwinism, prevents us from seeing that 
“chance its own idea” (possibility) itself evolves and emerges.

The animal mind (brain) contains its own ideas of the outer world- 
ideas. So in animals the mental (inner idea of outer material form) leads 
the physical pole: “The world dreams of things to come, and then in due 
season arouses itself to their realization. Indeed all physical adventure 
which is entered upon of set purpose involves an adventure of thought 
regarding things as yet unrealized” (AI, 279). These dreams may create real 
possibilities— that is, forms of thought realizable outside the mind— if, as 
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Leibniz said, they are compossible with other realities— that is, possible to-
gether in the same world. Otherwise some are excluded from realization— 
although they remain materially real in themselves, living on in the mind 
as desires, urges, awaiting their time, perhaps.

We see at once that there is not just one real world— as it includes that 
futuring mind (brain) desiring, creating, selecting, and realizing (or fail-
ing to realize) possibilities. “History can only be understood by seeing it as 
the theatre of diverse groups of idealists respectively urging ideals incom-
patible for conjoint realization.” As “whatever is realized in any one occa-
sion of experience necessarily excludes the unbounded welter of contrary 
possibilities” (AI, 276– 77), a struggle ensues, nations go to war, rivals duel, 
“races” exterminate each other. Yet Whitehead also shows us, optimisti-
cally, his “intuition of the universe as everlasting process, unfading in its 
deistic unity of ideals” (MT, 103).

The problem is that actual minds in animal brains are not unified or har-
monized unless by a Leibnizian Selector. They are Darwinian strugglers, 
sometimes joining together, otherwise killing or ignoring each other. Their 
“ideals”— fantasies as lures for action— become incompossible. And since 
desire is the real and active driving force of world- history, that real diver-
gence and clash of aims means that living beings do not at all live and strive 
in one and the same world, and the real event is not one in its becoming. 
Despite his deistic optimism, this is what Whitehead more clearly sees: 
“there is an ideal peculiar to each particular actual entity”; “The notion of 
one ideal [for all] arises from the disastrous overmoralization of thought 
under the influence of fanaticism, or pedantry” (PR, 84). When we include 
the mind or brain with its urges and ideals within the world, we see the fu-
ture diverging and multiplying into incompossible alternatives that “live” 
convoluted in our brains. Already the lynx with its predatory focus and the 
hare with its quasi- aleatory turns showed us a world forking into alterna-
tive pathways. In the hare’s future- world, escape is followed by relief and 
rest in comfort; in the lynx’s, capture is followed by raw meat and a diges-
tive sleep. And living memory too is incompossible, with its conflicting 
versions, tales, reports, histories, interpretations. Only the actual present is 
“one”— the moment we include its real becoming, its life, it multiplies into 
labyrinthine possibilities, images inducing loops of mutual incitement and 
inhibition of each other’s acts and sensations, as we anticipate each other’s 
response to our responses. Plant or animal, autrui (other- life) affects my 
mind not only as projected possible scenario but as actualization making 
my world diverge from its course, and these alterities become internalized 
as new dimensions of our being (the self as other of any other).
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It is inherent in the notion of affect (or affectability) that each “creature” 
prehends and enacts its world, with its own manner of expression (see MT, 
ch. 2). So the tick perceives and lives and makes one world, and the warm- 
blooded beast brushing by experiences another, and these “inner” worlds 
expressed and projected out into the future are strictly incompossible— the 
mammal does not plan to be sucked by a tick, and the tick does not project 
being picked off and crushed. Their mutually exclusive projects mean that 
each is “for its world” and these worlds are diverging, yet both futures are 
real and effective now in living efforts. Even the one- celled bacterium 
“knows its world” and strives for its future. Every living being is continu-
ally rebuilding its inner and outer milieus both physically through its ac-
tivity, and mentally (even if it does not yet have a proper mind), imagining 
alternative possible futures, remembering variant pasts, sensing presences 
with its feelers, extending prehensile pincers or paws or hands to reshape 
the world, turning colors, dancing and howling, expressing itself.

There are at least three levels or dimensions of the incompossible:

1. Each organism has its basic “plan” encoded into its genome (proto-
brain) and instincts; following that program, it attempts to shape the world 
in the image of its proper habitat, favorable for the development of itself and 
its kind. In their coevolution, all the organisms together compose a bio-
sphere of converging and diverging projects. During replication, each gets a 
chance to rewrite its program and outwit its rivals in the next generation.

2. With the invention of the neuron and evolution of the brain, the or-
ganism becomes able to move (muscle) and act. The brain synthesizes a pic-
ture of that version of reality it is able to perceive, and imagines and projects 
its future, acting to reshape its environment in the image of its urges, to 
construct a provisionally secure home- niche, perhaps, all the while coevolv-
ing and interacting with terrestrial materials and other organisms. The ani-
mal dreams its world and enacts its dream, self- assembling its “sensory- 
motor schema.”

3. The symbolic animal is the subject- agent of a new and explosive pro-
liferation of the incompossible, the dimension (dit- mention) of triadic lan-
guage, coevolving with our brains47 and bonding societies together in 
symbolic acts and discourses. Producing mythic fabulations to support the 
rituals unique to its culture, each society consists in the multiple and vary-
ing psychic and material realizations of its projective ground- plan, the 
psychophysical construction of its symbolic structures and ideas. Each 
triadic order is strictly incompossible with every other— literally, materi-
ally distinct and diverging from its neighbors’ in their becoming. (The 
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impossibility of translating poetry is an ancient sign of this symbolic di-
versity.) Not only every culture but each individual subject dreams and 
plans its futures in multimodal fabulations, and acts to realize some of 
those futures— often conflicting with each other. Within each brain or 
mind are diverse alternatives developing, and no one, not even the mer-
est simpleton, is expressing and living in just one world. Societies and 
individuals are incompossible in their anticipatory systems, where the 
real event is going on, as each cooperates in sympathy or struggles in ri-
valry with other individuals, species, and societies, enacting the world it 
projects according to its idea(l)s, ruling out the future existence of count-
less other monad- worlds. It is thus not only in our brains (minds) that 
our realities are incompossible, but in our symbolic acts and the event of 
our becoming. To ignore this psychic reality is to miss what it means to 
be alive.

These cultural practices are human creations that are neither true nor false 
but expressive of affective possibilities. Failing to see the gruesome irony of 
its self- dismissal, the subject of contemporary neuroscientism abjectly sub-
mits to chemical normalization designed to suppress and inhibit those 
very thoughts and affects and “behaviors” that resist the mechanization of 
our lives. Psychiatric control treats any sign of vitality like a symptom of 
disease and the living brain like a machine to be serviced and repaired. The 
real of desire is leveled down to the mechanics of molecules. Our education 
system dumbs its subjects down to see the living world and themselves as 
programmed mechanism, and trains them to function as parts integrated 
in planetary megamachines. Thus our scientistic ideology, proclaiming the 
one referential reality, ignoring its becoming and foreclosing its own act, 
implicitly justifies the eradication of “primitive” cultures with their strange 
preferences and ritual practices and myths of a living Earth. How could it 
consistently respond to or resist that destruction, when it teaches that the 
techno- scientific monoculture processing the earth is the one based in re-
ality? While the culture industry produces alternative fantasy worlds to 
divert and disconnect its subjects from the horror of their environment 
poisoned by machine waste, the advancing civilization is bulldozing and 
exterminating multiple living worlds, flattening and grinding them into 
data to feed the universal algorithm of homogeneous exchange. How can 
the scientist resist if he believes human aspirations are the illusions of pro-
grammed automatons? Yet all he would have to do is look within to see 
where the “many- worlds hypothesis” is verified. In the coming time of our 
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environ- mentality, our response- ability, what must now be counted in are 
the creative and symbolic acts that determine how we live and what we are 
living for, what worlds we are projecting and already making possible and 
real. Philosophy is the thinking of this event, which it does not take for 
granted. In fact nothing is “given” to philosophy; everything must be con-
structed; there are no “data” yet “philosophy can exclude nothing” (MT, 2). 
That is its paradox: nothing is given and nothing is excluded. Even God 
cannot take himself for granted. He has to ask himself, How? How do I do 
it? Perhaps a clue is to be found in music, “prototype of the concert of natu-
ral forces.” 48

God is the Libido of self- realizing Possibility consisting in all the living 
thinking and acting together to “dramatize the idea” and realize the fu-
tures each is urging toward, “the world is an egg but the egg itself is a the-
atre,” 49 and it so happens that our theater lacks a director but not ideas, so 
long as we are able to assemble them, as the god of many affects (Dionysus) 
improvises and breaks up into so many converging and diverging lines 
into the futures we are aiming for. Each monad- mode is acting in the 
drama of its own imagining, a play without author or director and whose 
plot is continually under revision, incomplete, as the monads encounter 
each other blind to what is happening inside the other’s world, make signs 
to each other, and read the other’s gesture and attitude, relinking to some, 
passing on others, never knowing in advance what world- play the other 
players are acting and imagining, so many versions of “the ultimate,” as we 
all intuitively channel and project each other’s possibilities and take our 
chances, redoing rules, composing and executing this sublime schizo-
phrenic melody and concordia discors.50 And that, “chance its own Idea,” is 
pragmatic activism as a radical pluralist empiricism.

Kant led philosophy out of the fog of metaphysics, forged ahead and 
broke a path into a new pragmatics, by inventing a new relation between 
reason and action. For the significance of “practical reason” is not that it 
can purify morality or desire, nor even that it teaches us to act “as if” God 
or the fictitious Ideal were real; it is that by orienting the subject to a future 
of its own making, to living and acting guided by an image of desire, ethical 
procedure realizes a radical creativity that inherits the “life- force” it modu-
lates, and becomes effective through ideas as it works through preference 
beyond reference. The Ideal is a fiction, but this fiction is a true creation 
(already real in mind) and has practical consequences according to what 
we make of it. Every society on Earth creates an image of its future and 
acts to realize that image. Perhaps God is the future, and the task life has 
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assigned itself in the symbolic animal is to create God, to realize that Idea, 
that Spirit.

Our current world crisis is not just a matter of pollution, overpopula-
tion, and climate change. It is not just that machine exhaust and waste 
are poisoning our soil, water, and air and cancering our genes. Nor even 
that the breeding and mutation of the machine have turned so rapid that 
living organisms are in shock— as they surely are. The true depth of this 
crisis is metaphysical, and our illness is mental. If we continue to believe 
that we, together with other living beings, are somehow just more com-
plicated versions of the robots we are cultivating, then we will be con-
tent to treat each other and ourselves like robots, behaving and reacting 
automatically, and will eventually decide that computers can think 
 better than we can and should decide our future for us. That will be the 
point of no return, of which current “transhumanist” fantasies are a pre-
cursor and the frantic search for energy to fuel machines is a manic symp-
tom. On behalf of the mechanisms on our minds, we betray the living and 
side with “artificial life.” But until the machine completes its takeover of 
the human brain, many of us will continue to coevolve with the living and 
try to restore our mutual environment by cultivating ecosystems. Howev-
er, the human obsession with morbidity has made us vulnerable to the 
fantasy of controlling the genetics of organisms and eventually replacing 
ourselves with immortal mechanisms (thus ending that phase of evolution 
which requires individual mortality to make way for new organisms), so 
that the practice of becoming- Earth is being eclipsed as “individuals” un-
able to face death alone degenerate into panicked “cyborgs.”

Science is the most powerful method of prediction ever devised. But it 
has inherited from religion the delusion of a world that is predictable in 
principle if only we knew the “mind of God.” This presumption has ob-
scured the unconscious unknowable involving radical chance and the real 
future forming on the outer edge of time bordering on ever- looming death 
and entropy. No science can predict its own moves and aims, desires, theo-
ries, changing games and rules, brewing diagrams and projecting futures— 
the most important thing, Life Itself. On the day it begins to include its 
own activity in its theory, a new science will be born. Or perhaps it will no 
longer be science, but will join art and philosophy in including its enuncia-
tion in its statement, the producer in its product, as what is missing there 
necessarily insofar as that act is creating something new on Earth, and 
needs real time to become what it will be. That becoming is our inside- 
outside, futuring. One day science will affirm itself as a living language, a 



 WHITEHEAD’S INVOLUTION OF AN OUTSIDE CHANCE  183

living artifact of creatable incompleteness, and will rejoin the becoming 
Earth. With this self- inclusion its topology will mutate: no longer captured 
by the illusion of spherical closure, it will theorize its real practice: the in-
volution of its outside chance.
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Alfred N. Whitehead’s work exists, it seems, always anew, only in the 
form of its rediscovery. In fact, it is self- situated in between philosophy, sci-
ence, and religion in such a form that it always arises in their interstices, 
today especially (as odd as it might seem) in the context of both poststruc-
turalist philosophy and theology.1 What at first glance looks dangerously 
inoperable and mutually exclusive has led me to think intensively about 
the rhizomatic connections between Whitehead and Deleuze, on the one 
hand, and points of contact “at the interstices” of poststructuralism and 
theology, on the other.2

Given that these relations of renewal have recently gained some excel-
lent attention,3 addressing the strange mutual attraction between French 
philosophies and matters of metaphysics and theology,4 the Deleuzian po-
tential of Whitehead,5 the subversive poststructuralist strand in White-
head’s work,6 and a poststructuralist sensibility for the (ancient) theological 
dimensions of philosophy,7 I want to explore further whether, and if so, in 
what sense, the work of Whitehead and Deleuze resonate in this mutually 
reactive multiplicity. It will by my thesis that a mutually attractive trace of 
mystical language remains vital in both Whitehead and Deleuze and that it 
must not be viewed as a contamination of their thought by dogmatics, but 
as a genuine expression of their respective philosophies.8 I will further ex-
plore whether the theoria of their philosophies of becoming also indicates 
a  new experiential and experimental praxis (a philosophical life)— in the 
sense of a mystagogy of becoming.

S I X

Multiplicity and Mysticism
Toward a New Mystagogy of Becoming

Roland Faber
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The Platonic Trilemma

The first thing to recognize about the strange triangle of connections 
indicated before, in which to situate the resonance of Whitehead and De-
leuze and to detect the novelty of Whitehead’s philosophical reception 
today, is that it is not a new turn of things at all. It rather indicates the very 
story of the birth of (Greek) philosophy as such. Since Plato’s differentia-
tion of two discourses from philosophy proper— namely theology and 
sophism— this birthplace must be considered a constitutive, although 
strained triangular relationship. While Plato considered poetry (with the-
ology), the articulation of the divine (from myths of the old ages), as pre-
cisely that which philosophy has to tame and overcome,9 he fought soph-
ism as a powerful opponent of philosophy.10 Ironically, both have survived 
and remained unloved sisters of philosophy ever since. While, at one point, 
theology not only married itself to philosophy but also made it an instru-
ment of dogmatics,11 sophism has reappeared as philosophy precisely in the 
form of the relativism and pluralism of certain postmodern modes of 
thought.12

In this triangle, the watershed between Whitehead and Deleuze appears 
to be Whitehead’s stubborn clinging to the poetic moment of transcen-
dence (and the divine as its expression) as a vital element of philosophy,13 
while Deleuze became profoundly convinced that theological language has 
to be eradicated because it negates precisely what defines philosophy— 
namely, immanence itself.14 On the other hand, Deleuze seems to embrace 
the relativism of the sophistic attitude towards truth that Plato despised,15 
hence shifting the epicenter of the force field again.

Nevertheless, things are far from being that obvious. Doesn’t Deleuze 
curiously engage philosophers who were far from abandoning divinity? 
Hasn’t he studied medieval philosophy and learned to value mysticism 
through his teacher Maurice de Gandillac?16 And isn’t his invocation of, for 
instance, Spinoza and John Duns Scotus indicating a kind of theological 
discourse in its own right?17 Conversely, hasn’t Whitehead studied theolo-
gy over many years and then left it disappointed because of its dogmatic 
presuppositions?18 Doesn’t Whitehead always warn us against introducing 
God only to justify our little metaphysical systems (see RM, 148– 49)? And 
isn’t Whitehead always suspicious of transcendence in light of his empha-
sis on immanence (see AI, 236)?

In fact, on second thought, Whitehead and Deleuze form a strange alli-
ance in how they articulate the Platonic trilemma of philosophy, theology, 
and sophism by giving up neither, rather affirming all of their spheres: 
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thought (the creation of concepts), mystery (the ineffable), and multiplicity 
(the khoric space). While Whitehead is still widely conceived as a rational-
ist with inclinations toward theology, he is, in fact, a profound pluralist for 
whom there is no ultimate order preforming becoming, but ultimate flu-
ency that, hence, expresses a deep mystery that can never be rationalized.19 
Deleuze, on the other hand, although conceived as a poststructuralist plu-
ralist, in his turn never gave up interest in systematic thought20 and never 
feared to engage theologians and mystical thinkers like Duns Scotus, 
Nicolas of Cusa, and the like.21 Things are complicated, indeed!

Finally, in direct reception, Deleuze always exhibits a deep appreciation 
of Whitehead’s empiricism and pluralism,22 Whitehead’s categoreal scheme 
with its creative relativism,23 the strange “vitalism” that connects both phi-
losophies (PR, 102),24 and even Whitehead’s profoundly processual divinity 
in a processual world.25 Whitehead was, in a new form, embracing the 
whole force field, and Deleuze did not deny the creativity of this move but 
instead mapped out its complexity and great importance for the formula-
tion of his own work.26

The Ultimacy of Becoming

If there is a focus revealing the synchronicity of their philosophies, it 
probably is their claim of the ultimacy of becoming over against all meta-
physical principles, cosmological orders, or epistemological categories.27 
Whitehead articulates this ultimacy of becoming with his concept of 
“creativity”— as “the ultimate behind all forms” (PR, 20) that “makes pro-
cess ultimate” (PR, 7). Deleuze again  engages the concept of “difference” for 
that which cannot be repeated as order and, at the same time, is what alone 
repeats as difference itself.28

Insofar as their respective philosophies of becoming integrate the Pla-
tonic trilemma of philosophy, mysticism, and pluralism, they profoundly 
transform its meaning to express a resistance against three of its original 
characteristics: unquestionable givenness of presuppositions; preordained 
order; and determined teleology. Instead, “becoming” gears toward three 
 alternatives: infinite process (never beginning, never ending, never settling); 
chaos (movement “beyond” all organization); and immanence (without tran-
scendently controlled aims).29

If we ask, “Why becoming?” the answer is as simple as it is surprising. 
“Becoming” is not primarily set against “being” as stabilization of power, 
logocentric order, the illusion of ultimate structures, or the preformation of 
reality. Although these reasons are prominent in poststructuralist discourse, 



190 ROL AND FABER

both Whitehead and Deleuze have a different agenda. Their motivation is a 
metaphysical one— the conceptualization of novelty.30

While Whitehead’s “creativity” is the “principle of novelty” (PR, 21), De-
leuze redefines the whole philosophic project by reversing its quest from 
“attain[ing] eternity”— which remained its very motivation despite the Pla-
tonic expulsion of poetry/theology— to its radical reversal: “the production 
of novelty.” Despite the different reorganization of the classical Platonic 
triangle, it is essential for both philosophers that the “best of all worlds is 
not the one that reproduces the eternal, but the one in which new creations 
are produced, the one endowed with the capacity for  .  .  . creativity.” De-
leuze understands this shift as nothing less than “a teleological conversion 
of philosophy.”31

The Shakespearian Question

Since “philosophy of becoming” not only expels the theological from 
the philosophical, but also the theological quest— the search for Truth— 
from the philosophical by becoming more akin to sophistic relativism, the 
grounding power of “transcendence” and “vertical Being”32 must fade, and 
philosophy of becoming must find consolation in Nietzsche’s divination of 
“becoming” itself against the forces of “being.” After this conversion, we 
can never go back behind Nietzsche’s “Death of God.”33 How could we ever 
again want to reestablish any (language of a) “divinity” expressing given-
ness, order, and teleology instead of becoming, novelty, and creativity? Eter-
nity versus novelty— this is the Shakespearian philosophical question. This 
alternative most certainly forces us to side with either affirming or exclud-
ing novelty or eternity and hence to affirm “divinity” in, or to expel it from, 
the philosophical endeavor. This seems, again, after Plato, to become a ques-
tion of self- identity of the philosophical project.

Yet while Deleuze, on first glance, seems to draw this conclusion, White-
head obviously ignores the whole framework of mutually exclusive alterna-
tives and— ironically— in a Deleuzian- empiricist manner says “Yes, AND.”34 
In fact, Whitehead avoids the alternative by understanding divinity as the 
very expression of creativity whereby it becomes a moment of the meta-
physical situation of the production of novelty— not its enemy.35 Whitehead 
had a price to pay: not only did it ruin his reputation among philosophers; 
against all theological dogmatics, it also radically altered his understanding 
of divinity— from a transcendent substance to an event of immanence, from 
an eternal being to a process of becoming, from a logos of compatible order 
to an eros “affirm[ing] incompossibilities.”36
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Although Whitehead and Deleuze may differ on how to evaluate novelty 
in relation to the very possibility of any affirmative language regarding di-
vinity, in viewing novelty as the signature of a world of infinite becoming 
they remain aware of the “place” where divinity has left the stage and in its 
disappearance (or its “disfiguration” from the standpoint of classical theol-
ogy and theistic philosophy) left a trace that still must be addressed. It is 
crucial to note that this “place” is important for Whitehead and Deleuze 
not as a site to wage an old battle for the reinstatement of eternity in the 
form of any notion of divinity or even by reinstating “theology,” but rather 
because of its philosophical function: it remains a moment of the constitu-
tion of novelty, and conversely, it is here, within the demands of the para-
digm of genuine novelty, that traces of this “place” in the evocation of mys-
tical language resurface.

Therefore Whitehead “identifies” the function of novelty as novelty in 
his philosophy with the maybe at first surprising claim that it is that by 
which “philosophy is mystical” as he defines mysticism as “direct insight 
into depths as yet unspoken”— that is, as the evocation of the unprecedent-
ed (MT, 174). Deleuze, on the other hand, addresses these depths of novelty 
with his concept of “pure difference,”37 which, in only repeating itself, cre-
ates “that which cannot be replaced.” It differentiates “non- exchangeable 
and non- substitutable singularities,”38 which cannot represent anything 
given or eternal. Yet, such novelty needs a language that employs the traces 
of the disappearance of eternity (even in the form of repetition).

In fact, Deleuze articulates novelty in a language with mystical allusions 
that hardly avoids reminiscing the language of Meister Eckhart, Nicolas of 
Cusa, and Giordano Bruno.39 For one, he adopts their notion of the divine 
as “movements in immanence— complication and explication.” 40 But even 
more prominently, he grounds his whole book The Fold in the underlying 
mystical concept of the “fold” in order to make novelty feasible in a world 
of becoming. And it is in the midst of this move that, as we know, Deleuze’s 
Whitehead appears.41

A dramatic example of this trace of mysticism of novelty can be found in 
Difference and Repetition, where Deleuze claims “pure difference” in a lan-
guage that is nothing but an expression of the very function of mystical 
language— namely, to manifest the very differentiation of the ground (of 
thinking) from any difference that can be named (and hence already “is”) 
and from mere non- difference of silence that would not be productive of a 
world philosophy wants to understand. Hence, in Deleuze’s mystical ac-
count of pure difference, it means “a ground in relation to which it no 
 longer matters whether one is before . . . a beginning or an end, since the 
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two coincide in this ground which is like a single and unique ‘total’ mo-
ment, simultaneously the moment of evanescence and production of dif-
ference, of disappearance and appearance . . . the moment at which differ-
ence both vanishes and is produced.” 42

The Dilemma of Infinite Becoming

The connection between novelty and mysticism will become more 
obvious when we further explore the problem of genuine novelty in a 
world of infinite becoming. In short, it is the function of the mystical ar-
ticulation of infinite becoming (which both Whitehead and Deleuze em-
ploy) to save its inherent essence of novelty from a twofold neutralization 
(self- annihilation) into either mere temporality or eternity.

On the one hand, if infinite becoming has no telos or final state, every 
“state of affairs” must, in light of every new becoming, perish. How, in such 
a world of “perpetual perishing,” can genuine novelty be expected when ev-
erything disappears in Heidegger’s lethe, the stream of eternal oblivion?43 If 
there is no attainment in becoming, nothing can genuinely become some-
thing of importance.44

On the other hand, if the world of becoming and perishing is seam-
less, that is, if it is infinitely becoming and perishing, how can we say 
that it harbors anything creative at all? This is Nietzsche’s problem of 
the eternal return. If an infinite process of becoming must repeat infi-
nitely what it has created infinitely often already, novelty is just an illu-
sion (working as long as we keep our scope small enough).45 We may 
well end up with Ecclesiastes’s statement that “What has been is what will 
be; and what has been done is what will be done; there is nothing new 
under the sun.” 46

The question is: How can novelty escape these two pitfalls of perpetual 
perishing and worthlessness, on the one hand, and eternal repetition of the 
same, on the other? The first neutralization demands an interpretation of 
novelty as a kind of persistence in the midst of change that allows for at-
tainment; the second neutralization demands an interpretation of novelty 
as “production of new creatures.” While the first qualification of novelty is 
importance, the second one is creativeness.

The Paradox of Life and Death

One way of solving these two neutralizations is barred: the invoca-
tion of eternity against which the paradigm of novelty was set. This implies 
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that the mystery of genuine novelty in a world of infinite becoming cannot 
be articulated as a mystery of existence.

The locus classicus of this mystery is Wittgenstein’s famous dictum in 
his Tractatus 6.44 that “It is not how things are in the world that is mysti-
cal, but that it exists.” Since for both philosophers “becoming” is ultimate, 
“being” must always be an abstraction from becoming.47 Hence, neither of 
them is interested in dividing reality into existence and essence or into 
Heidegger’s ontological difference, for that matter.

Over against Shakespeare’s “to be or not to be,” we find that Whitehead 
and Deleuze focus on novelty in the context of life and death. On the one 
hand, novelty is the event of life in a world of infinite becoming; on the 
other hand, however, since becoming is also always an infinite process of 
passing, it is a world of death. In fact, for Whitehead and Deleuze, the mys-
tery of novelty addresses the coincidence of life and death.

For Whitehead, “Life is a bid for freedom”; the problem it presents is not 
“endurance” but “How can there be originality?” (PR, 104). It gains its pure 
expression in what Whitehead calls an “entirely living nexus,” which is not 
an enduring structure “at all, since ‘life’ cannot be a defining characteristic. 
It is the name for originality, and not for tradition” (PR, 104); it constitutes 
an “element of chaos” (PR, 110) in all life- organization; it strives for novelty 
“along the borders of chaos” (PR, 111). This is the paradox of life and death: 
the more vivacity organic structures develop, the more life becomes de-
structive of the organization protecting its chaotic nature (see PR, 103).

In confessing that his philosophy is about “events, life, and vitalism,” De-
leuze also emphasizes bursts of “orgiastic” originality over against organic 
structure. It is “nonorganic life” 48— rather than being the life of organisms, 
in its pure expression it is their death. In fact, Deleuze acknowledges that 
“you can’t ever reach it, you are forever attaining it, it is a limit,” 49 the very 
limit where life and death coincide, where difference “as such is cruelty”; 
where “all forms . . . cease,” where “the ground rises to the surface” and “the 
human face decomposes.”50

In so differentiating the mystery of novelty from the mystery of existence 
both Whitehead and Deleuze effectively undermine a theological language 
that unavoidably becomes part of Plato’s affirmation of givenness— the di-
vine initiation of existence; preordained order— the divine realization of 
essence; and determined teleology— a divine set of final aims (see PR, 111).

However, in the assessment of this differentiation, Whitehead and De-
leuze differ greatly. For Whitehead, embracing the mystery of novelty 
avoids the identification of the divine with eternity. Although Deleuze has 
recognized this Whiteheadian shift, in which “God desists from being a 
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Being” and “becomes Process,”51 he resists such a move in order to avoid a 
corruption of novelty. While Whitehead’s divinity now names the process 
of “intensity, and not preservation” (see PR, 105), for Deleuze it remains an 
“illusion of transcendence,”52 tied to the paradigm of existence.

The Mutuality of Persistance and Creativeness

Nevertheless, their different assessment of what follows from the re-
fusal of the mystery of existence does not yet explain their deeper syn-
chronicity in expressing novelty with mystical language. This seems to be 
related to the fact that, on a deeper level, the extradition of the mystery of 
existence (the divine gift of existence) leaves a trace in the mystery of nov-
elty that alerts us to the problems of persistence and creativeness. But, 
while in the paradigm of eternity they were tied to a divine coincidence of 
existence and essence and a contingent creation striving for eternity, in a 
paradigm of novelty they must be articulated in the coincidence of life 
and death.

If the coincidence of life and death means that it is chaos that “grounds” 
a world of becoming in which genuine novelty can arise, it must also stand 
for the death of all organisms that harbor novelty in any meaningful sense.53 
Novelty out of chaos can only avoid this problem if it names something that 
is neither pure chaos nor pure eternity. That which allows chaos to generate 
novelty instead of sheer meaningless change or infinite return of the same is 
the mystery that “defines” novelty as such.

Let me explore what it must accomplish. First, it must avoid worthless-
ness in the event of becoming. Second, it must avoid infinite repetition that 
equals an eternal sea of the same. Since it must address creativeness, the 
sought “worth” cannot be something that actually fulfills it eternally— an 
actus purus.54 Given these parameters, it must achieve what Whitehead calls 
“novelty without loss” (PR, 340), or the “permanent elements apart from 
which there could be no changing world” (RM, 9).

In other words, if novelty is to be neither change nor repetition, it must 
be about attainment of worth in the midst of change that is not eternally 
pre- given. In the midst of the chaos of becoming, it must in a new way ad-
dress a moment of persistence or importance; and in the midst of the infin-
ity of becoming, it must articulate a moment of creative difference. In the 
paradigm of life and death, genuine novelty must name a creativeness that 
generates persistence and a persistence that generates creativeness.

Interestingly enough, both philosophers conceptualize such a medium of 
“persistent creativeness” or “creative importance” that is neither a perma-
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nent loss of the Singular nor a permanent repetition of the Same. White-
head calls this reality “Value” and Deleuze “Virtuality.”55 Their shared func-
tion is to address precisely the horizon of novelty, the possibility of novelty 
as such, or the transcendental condition of the possibility of novelty.56

Value and Virtuality

It is significant that while Whitehead introduces the term “Value” af-
fectively in the context of the concept of “the possible”— his infamous “eter-
nal objects”57— Deleuze, from the first appearance of the “Virtual” on, juxta-
poses it to “the possible.”58 However, if we follow the respective function of 
these terms in their philosophies, we will find that Whitehead’s “eternal ob-
jects” precisely function as “virtualities” and conversely that Deleuze’s “vir-
tuals” do not subsume Whitehead’s “eternal objects” under the otherwise 
rejected “possible.” In fact, both Whitehead’s “possibility” and Deleuze’s 
“virtuality” address the problem of novelty in such a way that in both cases 
the classical notion of “the possible” is rejected.59

Deleuze juxtaposes the virtual to the possible because for him “possibil-
ity” is an expression of the paradigm of existence— that is, of the divorce of 
existence from an eternal essence in different modes of existence: it must be; 
it can be; it is in fact; it might be or is not or will not be. Thereby, the possible 
preforms novelty by naming an already fixed “form” to which “existence” is 
added or from which it is subtracted.60 This is the “possible” of classical 
universals— that is, representations of the Platonic forms of givenness, 
order, and preordained aims. Instead, Deleuze’s “virtualities” are neither 
universals nor individuals, neither forms nor structures, but universal sin-
gularities, pure differences, multiplicities, infinitely moving, and thereby 
indicating the novelty of un- preformed events.61

Whitehead’s “eternal objects,” however, although they seem to indicate 
this realm of universals (essences) of which facts (existents) are only actual 
variations, in fact neither function as “forms” nor do they lack reality. On 
the contrary, they are “pure possibilities” insofar as they are real in their 
own right by being “unrealizable” as actualities.62 Hence they do not repeat 
the Platonic distinction of Idea and simulacrum, whereby the image appears 
only as variation of the essence of the Idea (as many still misunderstand 
Whitehead’s possibilities), but invoke a field of instigation of that which is 
not (or other than) a possibility, namely a concrescing actuality of actualities 
mediated by possibilities, which remain other, different (differentiating), and 
dispossessed. They can only be invited; they are real, but they do not “be-
come” actual; and they are not (wholly) abstract (mere mental abstractions) 
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either, but the very relations mediating actualities (cf. the structure of 
“subjective forms” in Whitehead, AI, 183).

Furthermore, Whitehead’s “pure possibilities” are not in any way a 
master- plan for, or even like, a potential house built up from possible bricks 
where every free spot is plastered (another misunderstanding of White-
head’s possibilities). On the contrary, as infinity of pure possibilities (and 
their relations among themselves and to all actualities, as well as being these 
relationships), they cannot be fixed in any meaningful sense. Although they 
seem to be “complete,” their completion is not finite (countable or uncount-
able) but comprises an infinity (of possibilities) which per definition cannot 
be circumscribed.63 Since they cannot represent a pre- given order (which 
Whitehead secures in the image of a divine act of valuation and ordering), 
they are among themselves unordered and do not exhibit any “unity” or 
represent any “entity” or form any “class” of structures; rather they are pure 
multiplicities (see PR, 31).

Precisely insofar as the becoming of any actual event includes the “(infi-
nite, chaotic) whole” of this pure multiplicity without unity, it offers infinite 
differentiation of actual events and, hence, the sought creativeness of un-
precedented novelty instead of an infinite variability of the eternal.64 In De-
leuze’s assessment of Whitehead’s “pure possibilities” in The Fold, he cor-
rectly identifies them not only as “pure Possibilities” but (in Deleuze’s 
critical sense directed against the Platonic possible) as “pure Virtualities.” 65 
This interpretation of “eternal objects” is the reason that Deleuze, in the 
preface of the American edition of Dialogues, can confess that he always has 
“felt that [he is] an empiricist, that is, a pluralist” who follows Whitehead’s 
“search [that] is not for an eternal or universal, but for the condition under 
which something new is created.” 66

The Realms of Multiplicity

Although both philosophers develop these concepts over the course 
of the body of their whole work, their mystical inclination is best observed 
in their very last works— Whitehead’s “Immortality” and Deleuze’s “Im-
manence: A Life.” Both works are a résumé of a life’s work as they formu-
late concisely the relationship between mysticism and novelty by way of the 
very reference of Values and Virtuals as well as events and processes of 
becoming to their one “essence”— namely, as their folding- together as pure 
multiplicity, or as the play of multiplicities of interactions (of events, pro-
cesses, values, and virtuals).67
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In “Immortality,” Whitehead differentiates between two worlds, one of 
Actuality and one of Value. While the former indicates the processes of the 
concrescence of actual events (from actual events), the latter names the 
very medium by which actualities in the “infinitude of possibility” 68 real-
ize themselves as concrete values, instigated by the “World of Value.” 69 
While Value is an extremely complex notion throughout Whitehead’s 
work, here, it indicates four moments:

1. “Values” are about the importance of actual becoming because they are 
“not rooted in any passing circumstances.” They allow the “World of Activi-
ty” to become “valuable because it shares in the immortal of some value.”70 
Hence, values cannot “become” actualities. They name a multiplicity of rela-
tions (or a relational multiplicity) that as multiplicity can instigate novelty 
when invited into actualization of events.

2. The “World of Value” “has an essential independence of any moment 
of time” but “it loses its meaning apart from any necessary reference to the 
World of passing fact.”71 Although a multiplicity of potentials, values can 
only be generated by processes of valuation, which are actualizations.

3. Because any World— the world of “Mortality” and “Immortality”— for 
“an adequate description  .  .  . includes characterizations derived from the 
other,” they are mutually exploratory (emphasis added).72 In this mutual 
“process of modification,” they generate creativeness without perpetual rep-
etition.73 Potential multiplicity and actual multiplicity meet without ever 
exchanging their respective perspective, necessary to mutually differentiate 
as multiplicities (instead of unities or many unities, or a unified many).

4. The process of creating Values “includes ‘incitement toward’ and ‘de-
terrence from,’ a manifold of possibility” by an “active coordination of the 
various possibilities of Value.”74 This activity Whitehead identifies as “the 
concept of God.”75 Hence, this (concept of) the divine in Whitehead offers a 
path to the open space in which the sensitivity for multiplicity as relational 
folding of pre- identical (or not yet identified) processes unfold/fold together 
in mutual interdependence, immanence, and processual actualization, val-
uation, and dramatization.

In “Immanence: A Life,” Deleuze also relates Virtuality and Actuality in 
exactly such an intricate manner. Although he could be expected to shy away 
from any language invoking a divine dimension, he does not, in fact, avoid 
expressing novelty in terms of a mystical language. This essay shows the 
traces of theological language, even as it alludes to its very disappearance 
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into apophatic indifferentiation. And it employs the same four moments as 
Whitehead’s text.

1. Virtuality indicates the medium and meaning of actualization insofar 
as its multiplicity cannot be unified to any entity (a thing, a person, an actual 
actor, a god) but is viewed as an (impersonal, non- entitative, non- actual/par-
ticular) “transcendental field”76 by which universal singularity is condi-
tioned and, hence, only multiplicity is generated.

2. Yet virtual reality is also independent from actualizations since in 
their “non- actualized (indefinite)” state, the “virtual events” are “lacking 
nothing”— although they are “engaged in a process of actualization.”77 Hence, 
its multiplicity can always initiate actual becoming without being “de-
pendent” on it as it generates the unprecedented as its very “nature” as 
multiplicity.

3. Hence, the virtual “exists” before its actualization as pure multiplici-
ty, while also coexisting with all creative events of actualization in time. 
While the virtual initiates actualization, it is not dependent on it and, 
hence, beyond time- events a multiplicity of events of indifference.

4. Again employing mystical language, this virtual reality can “no 
longer be dependent on a Being or be submitted to an Act.”78 Its “own” 
reality is not only beyond actualization, but beyond subject and object, 
indifferent to these differences (but creative of them). Hence, in the most 
clearly mystically motivated move in Deleuze’s work, he now dares to 
name this multiplicity (beyond identity and difference, a language he 
learned from Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno) as “absolute immedi-
ate consciousness,” “consciousness without a self,” and “pre- reflexive, im-
personal consciousness.”79

In comparing these four moments of Value and Virtuality in Whitehead 
and Deleuze, respectively, we must first recognize the important reso-
nance: that of the interaction of multiplicities to generate multiplicities, 
that is, realms of novelty instead of imperial unifications of eternity. Yet we 
must also realize a subtle but nevertheless ever-growing bifurcation in the 
progress of the series of their respective four aspects of the two realms of 
multiplicity. The first moment of (the medium of) “meaning” allows both 
concepts— Value and Virtual— to rescue the moment of “importance” 
in their respective thought. Yet the second moment of independence and 
 involvement already diverts both philosophers. Whitehead understands 
Value as multiplicity because it is conditioned by actualities so that neither 
can be viewed as a preformation of novelty.80 Deleuze, on the other hand, is 



 MULTIPLICIT Y AND MYSTICISM 199

more interested in the self- sufficiency of the virtual reality beyond actual-
ization, which comes (much more than Whitehead at this point) close to a 
classical allusion to the eternal (divine), and is only kept from becoming its 
revival as long as the Virtual can be shown to indicate a pure multiplicity. 
The third moment regarding the interaction of the two realities (worlds) 
reifies this difference because where for Whitehead their multiplicity is re-
curred by their mutual exploratory interdependence, for Deleuze their abil-
ity to instigate novelty is secured by their mere coexistence.

Finally, the fourth moment implies the most obvious manifestation of 
the employment of a mystical move for the uncompromising directedness 
toward novelty through multiplicity. Yet, in both thinkers, it leads to al-
most opposite conclusions. Whitehead’s mutual immanence of both reali-
ties allows him to conceptualize the World of Value in terms of (its “other,” 
namely) Activity (as the World of Creativity is described in terms of valua-
tion). It is here, in this interaction, that Whitehead sees the necessity to 
explicate his mystical language of mutuality as inducing divinity (although 
a very different one).81 Deleuze, on the other hand, refuses to understand 
the Virtual in any form as an act because he views such a move as a danger-
ous subordination of multiplicity to (unifying, occupying, imperial) tran-
scendence. Instead, in order to save novelty from occupation, he invokes a 
different mystical image, namely that of the “absoluteness of an immediate 
consciousness.”82

The Mystery of Novelty

So what in these explorations of the mystery of novelty (with the al-
lusion of mystical language and as secured by the intricacies of multiplici-
ty) exactly differentiates Whitehead from Deleuze? What differentiates 
Whitehead’s “active coordination” of the infinite manifold of “possibilities 
of Value”83 from the “flow of absolute consciousness”?84 It is not that one 
“needs” divinity and the other shuns it; it is not that one seeks the eternal 
and the other the novel;85 it is how, for them both, realities are mutually 
interwoven.

While both philosophers can use common terms in order to describe 
either reality— Whitehead talks of the act of valuation and the value of 
 actualities; Deleuze of virtual events and actualizations of virtualities— 
Deleuze carefully insists on the saturation of both realities (against the lack 
of reality of the virtual over against the actual) while Whitehead points to 
their abstractness in isolation without mutual immanence. Hence, for De-
leuze, novelty occurs in the coexistence of both multiplicities as processes 
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of differentiation, while for Whitehead novelty occurs in the intricate mu-
tuality of these processes (by which they are and remain multiplicity).

Therefore, what Whitehead views as an act of synthesis within both 
Worlds is also that of both Worlds; Deleuze, on the other hand, views any 
synthesis of both Multiplicities only as one within both Multiplicities (by 
which they do not become unified against possible and actual novelty). 
What Whitehead considers the condition of novelty— mutual immanence 
through an act of synthesis, although not as an imperial occupation— 
Deleuze denounces precisely as that: “a unity that is superior to all things 
or a Subject as an act that brings about a synthesis of things.”86 This is why 
Deleuze cannot accept any notion of divinity in addressing novelty— as it 
would hinder multiplicity— and Whitehead expresses novelty with a no-
tion of divinity— the act of upholding multiplicity. Yet, Deleuze does not 
indulge in such a negation of “theology” at the heart of philosophy, but, 
instead, affirms its traces in the form of his embrace of the mystical move 
of indifferentiation: he transfers the mystical function of divinity to the “plane 
of immanence” to which he attributes its most delicate characteristic— 
namely, absolute consciousness, undifferentiated by the subject- object split 
(of ordinary consciousness and naïve notions of god).87

Yet, on deeper analysis, we realize that Whitehead’s divine act of coordi-
nating Value is not so far from Deleuze’s absolute consciousness. As the 
latter, the World of Value has no Subject; rather Value is always outside of 
subjectivity. As in Deleuze, it is a prereflexive and impersonal multiplicity 
(by all standards of personality Whitehead employs).88 In this sense, it is 
also “pure consciousness” exactly insofar as is not a subject synthesizing 
the World of Creativity but names the pure immanence of the World of 
Value itself as it generates it as multiplicity. And in the mutual immanence 
of the two Worlds, this “divine consciousness” must not be understood as 
a synthesis of them, but as the Eros toward novelty by which these multi-
plicities remain (never the same) multiplicities that, against meaningless 
change and the boredom of endless repetition, generate difference in form 
of novelty.89

Ironically, while Whitehead’s “immanence” is always mutual— and hence 
is purely relative— Deleuze’s immanence is only immanent to itself— and 
hence becomes absolute. While Whitehead’s “active coordination” of Val-
ues is accused as repetition of the theistic past, it is, contrarily, most imma-
nent in the production of novelty in the World of Creativity, only produc-
ing multiplicity. Deleuze’s “flow of immanent consciousness,” on the other 
hand, although one would expect his thought to function as the denial of 
such a theistic move, is indeed “absolute” and hence, in some sense repeats 
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the classical content of the conceptualization of divinity. It avoids this 
“classical” implication only insofar as it remains a means to address mul-
tiplicity. But it does so with the mystical move for which it is “typical” 
that its reality does not lack of anything, which makes it indifferent to 
actualizations.

This presents us with an interesting paradox: the criticism of White-
head’s invocation of the divine in his philosophy (not as a reinstated 
“theology”)— a criticism in which Deleuze did not participate— does not 
appreciate the function it gains as expression of a multiplicity in generation 
of a chaosmos of novelty. The accusation of a blindness with which Deleuze 
is seen to repeat Nietzsche’s dismissal of divinity, on the other hand, does 
not take into account the very thinly veiled mystical language with which 
Deleuze secures multiplicity and novelty by employing one of mysticism’s 
most cherished images: that of the indifferent reality of absoluteness as 
consciousness, being beyond differences (of subject and object) or not of 
being or “being” not- being at all.

While I agree that “the issue here is not whether Deleuze should have 
a place for God in his metaphysics” but “whether his idea of the virtual 
can provide the kind of permanence sought by Whitehead in the face of 
perpetual perishing,”90 I will add that in light of the two “characteristics” 
of novelty— namely, the sense of importance and creativeness inherent to 
multiplicity— both philosophers equally allude to (even have a systematic 
necessity to refer to) a mysticism in their work that can be acknowledged 
philosophically. Without subscribing to any “theology,” their respective ar-
ticulation (and the tension of their respective approaches) might be vital 
for any future restatement of the triadic Platonic force field of the relation 
among philosophy, sophistic/relativism, and poetic/theology.91

A Mystagogy of Becoming

At this point— that is, the acknowledgment of a mystical move at the 
very core of the philosophical conversion of a world of eternity into that of 
novelty in Whitehead and Deleuze—we may even begin to realize that this 
common move is not only about “thought”— a reminder of the isolation of 
the ego cogito— but, as Plato imagined himself of the meaning of philoso-
phy, about a philosophical life. In this sense, Whitehead’s and Deleuze’s 
novelty that is about the novelty of the multiplicity of the chaosmos may 
initiate nothing less than a mystagogy of becoming. That is, in the explora-
tion of the thought of Whitehead and Deleuze regarding the mystery of 
novelty, we can find hints for a certain philosophical praxis by which one 
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can, in a certain way, approach the mystery that makes one (and should 
never only make one) think. I will name four tentative moments for such 
a way into the mystery.

First, in choosing becoming instead of being, the world we live in be-
comes overturned. This is an experience of conversion, as Deleuze men-
tions. In seeking novelty instead of eternity, we become sensitive to the 
liberating force of life, chaos, creativity, and difference over the forces of 
Law, order, repetition, and sameness. It will overturn not only our atti-
tude towards Life but also any articulation of a divine dimension: 
whether and where we seek it, what it implies, and the intention of its 
invocation.92

Second, since this different horizon of life will also change all the cate-
gories with which we frame our existence, we will be enabled to confront 
anew a cruel paradox, the paradox of life and death. Where we hail becom-
ing, we also see perpetual perishing; where becoming is seamless, we 
should not expect salvation from contingency. Where life and death coin-
cide, the “human face,” as Deleuze states, “decomposes.”93

Third, both philosophies indicate that the only way to live novelty will 
always lead us beyond the stabilizations we seek to escape into being, 
permanence, identity, and eternity. While we still might seek attain-
ment in the event and creativeness in restriction, pure life also indicates 
the death of subjectivity, individuality, personality, and Self. This is 
what the mystery of novelty shelters: importance dispossesses life of sub-
jectivity and objectivity; creativeness is the death of all forms. With De-
leuze, we have to find the infinitive of “a Life” in the midst of “the Life”94 
we possess.95

Fourth, this reality can be experienced and conceptualized only on the 
border of language as complication, as in- and- out- folding, beyond differ-
ence and indifference (without ever leaving their differentiation of lan-
guage). In this context, what is conceptualized resembles a mystagogy of 
the “mystical death” and an absolute immediacy beyond subjectivity and 
objectivity.96

A final thought: whether this mystical move is best conceptualized phil-
osophically with divinity or not is secondary. What remains in question, 
however, is whether genuine novelty in a world of infinite becoming must 
invoke such a reality as its transcendental condition.97 In any case, in my 
view, in the contrast of Whitehead and Deleuze, any future mystagogy of 
becoming will never be less than the expression of this problem and per-
haps never be more than its affirmation.
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It is now recognized that the philosophical projects of the French 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze and the British mathematical physicist and 
philosopher Alfred North Whitehead display remarkable affinities, despite 
the apparent dissimilarities in disciplinary backgrounds, styles, traditions, 
and influences. Both philosophers espouse a new metaphysics that is si-
multaneously a metaphysics of the new. The central category of this meta-
physics of the new is “creativity,” and for each philosopher temporality is a 
condition of creativity. I want to explore the idea that Deleuze and White-
head each emphasize and valorize different modalities of time in the struc-
ture of creativity, giving us two approaches to the metaphysics of the new 
that are at least in tension, if not outright opposition. What is at stake in 
these differing approaches are assumptions about how certain modalities 
of time relate to each other and, in that relation, have the power to consti-
tute the experience of movement, change, and difference. The relations be-
tween the differing modes of time exposes underlying commitments to the 
values of transformation, mutation, and the creativity of the new and how 
these should be conceived. For Whitehead the activity of creativity comes 
from the power of the past, the self- determinations of the present, and the 
relative continuity between them. The essential movement of this activity 
is gathering, synthesizing, and unifying. In this activity the actual occa-
sion is produced, the new is disclosed, and its achievement becomes objec-
tively immortal, “saved” by passing into the “consequent nature” of God. 
For Deleuze, in contrast, the essential movement of time in creativity breaks 
and disrupts any gathering, disjoins syntheses, and opens thought to an un-
known future. Here the emphasis is toward relative discontinuity, where 
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continuity is ruptured and time is thought as an event that cannot be saved 
in the actual but must be constantly undergone as the eternal and virtual 
“wound” of our condition. It is a “time out of joint” that fractures any 
subject- object equilibrium. In both cases time is a transcendental condition 
for experience (with the transcendental understood in a new and transformed 
way), and for both this structure of time is more or less covered over, creat-
ing “illusions” (Deleuze) or “fallacies” (Whitehead) relating to experience. In 
both cases creativity is governed by two “multiplicities” or two aspects of re-
ality, and, although the relation between them is one of reciprocal determi-
nation, in each case the temporal emphasis in that determination is different. 
By contrasting these two approaches to time— summarized here as the event 
and the occasion— I will highlight internal differences within their meta-
physics of the new and uncover what is at stake in their philosophies of 
creativity. Along the way, I will offer readings of Whitehead’s and Deleuze’s 
metaphysics and take up a position in relation to some of the canonical 
scholarship and contemporary readings of their work, as well as look 
at  Deleuze’s own reading of Whitehead. I will begin by describing De-
leuze’s and Whitehead’s shared methodological commitment to metaphys-
ics and their transformation of the philosophical notion of the “category,” 
and then move on to discuss their subtly differing conceptions of creativity 
and time in the context of their respective concepts of the event and the 
occasion.

Metaphysics and Categories

In my view, with the philosophies of Deleuze and Whitehead, we 
move toward “that remarkable point of modern metaphysics which all pre-
ceding discourse had indicated like a flickering compass.”1 The “remarkable 
point” referred to here is the achievement of an immanent or fully differen-
tial metaphysics that returns to “life” and the concrete world, a thorough 
going effort to renew metaphysics in the wake of Kant and then Heidegger. 
This is what Deleuze recognized in Whitehead, and this is also no doubt 
one of the reasons why Whitehead, like Bergson, was marginalized by pro-
fessional philosophy in the latter half of the twentieth century. Although 
some seem to prefer to talk about “ontology” instead of metaphysics, there 
may be good reasons to abandon talk of ontology in Deleuze, especially 
given Deleuze’s and Deleuze and Guattari’s explicit determination to think 
outside of “is” and to “undermine being, make it topple over.”2 Deleuze did 
not have a problem with using the term “metaphysics”; as he declares, 
simply, “I am a pure metaphysician.”3 In fact, for Deleuze and Whitehead 
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the philosopher is a metaphysician regardless of his or her intent. Meta-
physics provides at once both the “system” and the “method,” and it in-
volves the positing of an “absolute”— and Deleuze has said explicitly and 
from very early on that the absolute is achieved when metaphysics pushes 
all the way to difference. I agree with Arnauld Villani that Deleuze’s af-
firmation of metaphysics is crucial for his entire philosophy, just as it is for 
Whitehead.4

There is much that one could say about this affirmative transformation 
of metaphysics. Perhaps one of the more important aspects of Deleuze’s 
Whiteheadian inflected renewal of metaphysics is that it operates on the 
basis of a new yet incomplete system of categories (with a new understand-
ing of “system” and “category”)— categories, as Deleuze says, “not in the 
style of Kant, but in the style of Whitehead,” which are drawn and “trans-
posed” from various disciplines and elements of experience. It is directly 
from Whitehead that Deleuze finds the means to retain and employ a new 
type of category, a “problematic” or “virtual” sense of category “so that ‘cat-
egory’ takes on a new, very special sense.”5 These new categories are no lon-
ger tied to structures of rational necessity that represent an essentially 
complete and unchanging real inevitably suppressing the different, the con-
tingent, and the anomalous. If much of modern philosophy after Kant and 
culminating with Heidegger simply abandons categorial thinking, White-
head’s singular response is to “reform” or reinvent the category not as a 
structure of being or of cognition, but as the unique act or event of the self- 
differentiation of things. Indeed, when Deleuze says in Difference and Rep-
etition that “[Whitehead’s] Process and Reality is one of the greatest books 
of modern philosophy” it is because Whitehead’s categories, or “empirico- 
ideal notions” as Deleuze calls them, are precisely an effort to move beyond 
Aristotelian categories of being and Kantian categories of possible experi-
ence in the development of something completely new.6 Categories of the 
Aristotelian- Kantian type, although very different in themselves, belong 
for Deleuze to the world of representation where they distribute and parti-
tion being according to the laws of “sedentary proportionality.” By contrast 
Deleuze- Whitehead’s own “descriptive,” “nomadic,” or “phantastical” no-
tions are said to be “really open” because they preside over a distribution of 
difference that is not governed by representational rules. Such notions are 
said to betray an empiricist or pluralist sense of Ideas collapsing the “tran-
scendent” distinction between existence and essence, thought and being. 
Thus, rather than presupposing the validity of categorial thinking in the 
Kantian mode as the epistemological conditions for all possible experi-
ence, these “notions” are the conditions of real experience. Deleuze invokes 
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Whitehead’s “empirico- ideal” notions, then, as examples of a nonrepresen-
tational, differential, and metaphysical structure or “open” system of cate-
gories where the Kantian map of critical reason is displaced and reworked. 
Here categories “in the style of Whitehead” become the immanent differ-
ences and intensities of the “nomadic” movement and processual distribu-
tion of becoming itself. It is in this sense that Deleuze can say “to my mind, 
the conclusion of A Thousand Plateaus is a table of categories (but an in-
complete, insufficient one). Not in the style of Kant, but in the style of 
Whitehead.”7 This new table of categories forms the conditions of real expe-
rience, conditions that account for novelty or the creativity of the new.

Creativity in Whitehead: The Occasion

This dynamism and becoming of the real in Deleuze and Whitehead 
is essentially a movement of creativity, and so we could say that creativity is 
the “first” and general category of this new metaphysics. Indeed, if there is 
one designation that accurately characterizes Whitehead’s later philoso-
phy, it is that it is a metaphysics of creativity in which becoming, thinking, 
and creativity are one. For Whitehead the category of the “Ultimate” is 
“creativity.” It is, he says, “the Universal of Universals characterizing ulti-
mate matter of fact” (PR, 21). We could claim that Whitehead’s metaphys-
ics is in fact the first metaphysics of creativity since he actually invented the 
concept, the English word “creativity.”8 For Whitehead creativity is the 
fundamental principle that precedes the other categories (PR, 31). Creativ-
ity is not itself an “entity”; nor is it reducible to entities; yet it is not inde-
pendent of the activity of actuality. It is, rather, the ultimate genetic factor 
presupposed by actual occasions. As Whitehead puts it, all of actuality is 
“in the grip of the ultimate metaphysical ground, the creative advance into 
novelty” (PR, 349).

In several books Whitehead appeals to Spinoza, just like Deleuze, to 
characterize creativity. Creativity is said to be a general or “substantial ac-
tivity” that is individualized into modes or actual entities. In Process and 
Reality Whitehead cautions us not to think of creativity as an “external agen-
cy” that is more final or “eminent” (Deleuze would say “transcendent”) than 
the “accidents” of actuality, nor should we think that creativity and God 
coincide (PR, 222). Creativity is immanent to actualities, as real as they are. 
Using one of Deleuze’s favorite phrases, we might say that creativity is “real 
without being actual, ideal without being abstract.”9 Whitehead often talks 
about creativity as a principle. One key phrasing of this principle from Pro-
cess and Reality is that creativity “expresses the general principle presup-
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posed in the three more special categories” (PR, 31). The three other cate-
gories of existence, explanation, and obligation presuppose the category of 
creativity. This is one reason why creativity is the “Ultimate” principle. But 
Whitehead insists that, although creativity is the ultimate, it is not more 
ontologically real than anything else in the universe. For Whitehead all the 
components of the metaphysical scheme have an equal share in the univoc-
ity of the real, although the univocal is distributed across the differing parts 
of the metaphysical scheme. As Whitehead says, “there is no meaning to ‘cre-
ativity’ apart from its ‘creatures’, and no meaning to ‘God’ apart from the 
creativity and the ‘temporal creatures,’ and no meaning to the temporal 
creatures apart from ‘creativity’ and ‘God’” (PR, 344). This is the “coherence” 
of Whitehead’s system, wherein each component cannot be separated from 
the others as each performs its functions as entity, principle, or category.

As the ultimate category, creativity is, in the language of Religion in the 
Making, a “formative element,” the element “whereby the actual world has its 
character of temporal passage to novelty” (RM, 90). Creativity is thus, in one 
of its functions, the condition or formative element for the “temporal pas-
sage to novelty.” In addition to creativity, the temporal passage to novelty 
also involves the other notions of “one” and “many” that make up the catego-
ry of the Ultimate. Whitehead describes the temporal passage as a move 
from disjunctive multiplicity to conjunctive unity, a movement that gives us 
the “production of novel togetherness” (PR, 21). The temporal passage to 
novelty aims at gathering a unity and togetherness from disjunction. This 
unity ends in “satisfaction,” and this achievement acquires the status of “ob-
jective immortality,” saved in the consequent nature of God.

Some interpretations of this movement in Whitehead argue that creativ-
ity is at work only in the present, that the past has already become, and the 
future has not arrived, and so the past cannot act since it is no longer ac-
tual and the future cannot act because it is not yet actual. In other words, 
once actuality is achieved, creativity perishes. A number of well- known 
interpretations (e.g., Christian, Cobb, Hosinski) follow this path in order 
to install God as the cause of the new occasion, and others (e.g., Leclerc, 
Kline) argue that creativity be confined to the actual present with the su-
perject as devoid of activity and creativity.10 Perhaps the most recent inter-
pretation to offer a variant of the latter view is found in the work of Gra-
ham Harman.11 Much like Kline and Leclerc, Harman wants to distinguish 
occasions from becoming but instead of locating the actual exclusively in 
the concrescence (as Kline and Leclerc do), Harman wants to argue that it 
is the individual entity that is fully actual. On this view, time is a series of 
discrete cinematic instants that are in “perpetual perishing,” and actual 
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occasions are viewed as a string of distinct atomic units. There are numer-
ous problems with Harman’s view, including treating “societies” of occa-
sions as actual entities (he says that he thinks this distinction fails in 
Whitehead, but he does not tell us why) and ignoring the different types of 
relation that make up actual occasions, especially the difference in tem-
poral relations, preferring instead to talk of “current relations,” which is 
another way of reducing the determination of Whitehead’s occasions 
merely to the “present.” But perhaps the most important problem from 
the perspective of this essay is that he completely ignores Whitehead’s 
ultimate: creativity! As I suggested above, for Whitehead the “ontological 
principle”— to which Harman rightly appeals in his reading— presupposes 
the category of creativity. And it is creativity that explains both unity and 
novelty, continuity and discontinuity, individual existence and relativity. 
In fact, Whitehead often discusses creativity not just in terms of individual 
existence but in terms of “the continuity of events,” a passage of nature 
without any cuts or radical breaks.12 Indeed, Whitehead’s philosophy is de-
veloped on the basis that any notion of “independent existence” is a “vacu-
ous actuality” or at best an abstraction and needs to be supplemented by a 
more comprehensive metaphysics that affirms relations of becoming and 
continuity. Interpretations like Kline’s, Christian’s, and now Harman’s 
are at least one- sided and tend to ignore the explicit aims of Whitehead’s 
thinking (i.e., the fundamental emphasis on the reality of process and be-
coming alongside individual existence, the essential distinction between 
creativity and God, etc.) and the continuing development of his thought 
(before and after Process and Reality Whitehead stresses the importance of 
the past as active). In various texts Whitehead affirms a “double- aspect” 
ontology of occasions as both subject and superject, each coextensive 
with creative actuality. An emphasis on the concrescing occasion as self- 
determining in the present needs to be balanced with the importance that 
Whitehead attaches to processes of transition and the continuity of the past 
such that “the whole antecedent world conspires to produce a new occasion” 
(MT, 164).

Creativity expresses itself, as Whitehead says, through “two kinds of 
fluency.” Creativity is at once an activity “conditioned by the objective im-
mortality of the actual world” (PR, 31) and the creative advance into nov-
elty. The two poles of Whitehead’s creativity enter into a relation of recip-
rocal determination and mutual presupposition such that each mode of 
process and each actual occasion is the general activity of creativity indi-
vidualized by the imposed conditions. Creativity creates its own creatures 
and, apart from these “accidents,” Whitehead says, creativity is “devoid of 
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actuality.” However, apart from the conditions imposed by these accidents 
there would be no novelty. It is what Whitehead calls the “real potentiality” 
providing both the objects for a new occasion and the “factor of activity” 
for the initial phase of the new occasion. Creativity thus serves as the vir-
tual or “transcendental” principle behind the becoming and internal gen-
esis of actuality as well as the principle of movement or extrinsic condi-
tioning between actualities (AI, 179). As Whitehead puts it, “creativity is 
the actualization of potentiality, and the process of actualization is an oc-
casion of experiencing” (AI, 179). Thus the creative advance into novelty is 
the process whereby the many become one and are increased by one, but 
this one creative process of unification is split into the two “multiplicities” 
of process.13

For Whitehead, like Deleuze, if these creative processes or multiplicities 
are not properly articulated together, we will be left with a series of “falla-
cies” regarding the nature of experience (“the fallacy of misplaced concrete-
ness,” “the fallacy of simple location,” etc.) not unlike the “illusions” that 
Deleuze diagnoses. Like Deleuzian “transcendental empiricism” and Berg-
sonian “intuition,” Whitehead’s method of “descriptive generalization” aims 
to overcome the spatializing fallacies of consciousness and the “bare” repe-
titions of habit and memory in order to account for the creative “temporal-
izing” or processual conditions of experience. As I have argued elsewhere, 
Whitehead often contrasts what he is doing with Kant’s account of the 
“transcendental aesthetic” in the first critique.14 Whitehead seeks to invert 
the Kantian solution since it “assumes the radical disconnection of impres-
sions qua data” such that knowledge begins with the bare datum or per-
cept affecting an essentially passive and simple receptivity of intuition (PR, 
113). Thus, Kant “conceives his ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ to be the mere 
description of a subjective process appropriating the data by orderliness of 
feeling” (PR, 113). This is a false beginning for Whitehead since the data is 
already an interconnection, and an activity of “feeling” or synthesis of “pre-
hensions” is already in process. Behind the receptiveness of the ego and its 
perceptions (what Whitehead calls “perception in the mode of presentation-
al immediacy”) lies the “causal efficacy” of the past that precedes and condi-
tions the activity of the “I think.” In order for the active “I” of the under-
standing to represent what is given, there must be subrepresentative or 
nonrepresentative syntheses conditioning its activity, what Michel Foucault 
would call an “unthought” element that conditions me and that I do not 
control. The “other” lives in me, or in Rimbaud’s formula: “I is another.” The 
“other” lives objectively for Whitehead through the “transference of throbs 
of emotional energy” passing through the “vector” of time, an experience 
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that Whitehead designates as “the passage of nature” (PR, 116). In Process 
and Reality Whitehead names this mode of process transition and describes 
it variously as the “vehicle of the efficient cause,” the “immortal past,” or the 
“perpetual perishing” in us (PR, 29, 81, 210). As I suggested earlier, many 
readings of Whitehead tend to downplay or just ignore the role played by 
“transition” in Whitehead, but it is the key to Whitehead’s metaphysics of 
the new. Without transition, there would be no real creative or differential 
“repetition” and, as Whitehead says, “tear ‘repetition’ out of ‘experience’ 
and there is nothing left” (PR, 206). For Whitehead “what becomes involves 
repetition transformed into novel immediacy,” and this process of trans-
forming the bare, naked, material repetition and clothing it with feelings 
of novel immediacy is initiated in transition (PR, 207). Transition is, then, 
not just the handing over or “picking up” of already completed occasions. 
It is both the “perishing,” or better, the “immortalizing” or “becoming im-
mortal” of the present, and the power of repetition that originates a new 
present in conformity with the past. It is the “passing on,” as Whitehead 
calls it, of the creativity into which the actual occasion will infuse its own 
particularity (PR, 213). This unthought or unconscious creative element is, 
then, more properly understood as a temporalizing synthesis in conforma-
tion with the past, or as Whitehead says, following Bergson, the synthesis 
is “unspatialized” (PR, 114). These non- conscious and non- spatialized ele-
ments or “feelings” exhibit a vector character transforming the past into a 
merging with the present. As Whitehead says, “The how of our present ex-
perience must conform to the what of the past in us” (S, 58). Creativity here 
is the ever- advancing reality of the world, “the throbbing emotion of the 
past hurling itself into a new transcendent fact” (AI, 227). The processes of 
transition from the past, then, include an “active” factor of desire, creativ-
ity, or power, a “living urge” that, at a critical stage, changes in kind and 
intensifies, forming concrescences or modes of intense becoming that pre-
cede and enable the formation of things, individuals, or organisms. White-
head’s theory of “objectifications” explains how, in its transitional phase, 
this activity drives the processes whereby the completed occasions of the 
past are repeated inside the concrescing occasion. Objectification involves 
“decisions” that push the datum to a critical or poised threshold, marking 
points at which the process of transition spontaneously changes its struc-
ture, breaks symmetry, and becomes self- organizing. Whitehead describes 
this self- actualizing nature of concrescence in terms of how the nascent 
occasion “feels” that datum given in the transition and makes its “decision” 
with respect to what it has received, “grafting,” feeling, and incorporating 
the data as an increasingly unique individuated “subjective aim.” The pro-
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cess of concrescence is, then, properly causa sui or self actualizing but it 
emerges out of the datum given in transition. If the transition is the dis-
junctive datum stripped bare, with creativity approaching zero, yet still 
carrying a factor of activity or desire, concrescence is the intensifying sub-
jective form, including the “ingression” of relevant eternal objects, which 
conjunctively “clothes” itself in its movement of becoming toward “satisfac-
tion”: the subject becomes “superject.” In any case, the product of transition 
is the new occasion in its earliest stage, and concrescence is the complex 
self- directed unfolding, dissociation, and differentiation of transitional 
components into intensive fields, dynamisms, and interiorities progressive-
ly passing through what Whitehead calls the “diverse routes” and “borders 
of chaos” (PR, 111) that eventually determine and compose the extensive 
organism. As Whitehead says “organism has two ‘meanings’, interconnect-
ed but intellectually separable, namely, the microscopic meaning and the 
macroscopic meaning” (PR, 128– 29). The microscopic process is “the real 
internal constitution” of the organism, enabling its growth from the real to 
the actual by a complex process of condition conversion. The macroscopic 
process is the transitional movement from the actual to the real, the “su-
perjective” advance or thrust whereby “the future is merely real without 
being actual” (PR, 214). The actual occasion can be understood as an indis-
soluble double process with two odd, dissimilar, and dysymetrical “halves” 
or multiplicities, what Whitehead calls a “subject- superject,” a process- 
product, an organism and environment that are meaningful only with ref-
erence to one another.

Thus, both transition and concrescence are distinct yet continuous phas-
es or multiplicities of creativity. Transition from concrescence is creativity 
that is other- caused, and transition to concrescence is other- causing. Yet 
concrescence itself is self- causing creativity. Transition is creativity that af-
fects and is affected by the other, and concrescence is creativity that affects 
itself. Transition is creativity of the product to enter into other processes 
and concrescence is creativity to enter into the product. These modes of cre-
ativity together drive the processes of becoming that constitute the real and 
its individuation.15

Thus, creativity in Whitehead cannot be restricted to the concrescing 
subject; nor can reality be exclusively located in the individual existent. 
Rather, the actual occasion as a past, “perished,” or individually existent 
object is creatively active just as the occasion as concrescence in the present 
is active. But these forms of creativity are active in different senses. The 
object is active in its power to affect others, and the subject is active in its 
power to affect itself. The essential movement of this double activity is 
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aimed at the continuity between each of its aspects and the gathering, syn-
thesizing and unifying of experience that it produces. The creativity of the 
occasion resides in these aspects so that the future becomes the relatively 
open horizon of the integrating and unifying work of the temporal relation 
between past and present.16

Creativity in Deleuze: The Event

With regards to Deleuze, it seems to me that Peter Hallward’s basic 
claim in his book Out of This World that Deleuze offers a metaphysics of 
creativity is just about right, although I think he gets a good deal of the 
details wrong.17 In fact, the main problem with Hallward’s reading of De-
leuze finds a striking parallel with the problem in some of the interpreta-
tions of Whitehead that I identified earlier. Hallward’s claim that the pro-
cess of creativity is unilateral and that only the virtual is creative is as 
reductive as Kline’s claim that for Whitehead only concrescence is really 
actual; it is also as one- sided as Harman’s claim that for Whitehead only 
the individual existent is real independently of its becoming.18 This is so 
because for Deleuze, as for Whitehead, becoming, thinking, and creativity 
are one. Deleuze gives us a metaphysics of creativity in which the funda-
mental power is a force of creative differing. For Deleuze, being itself is cre-
ativity, an unlimited “One All” that differentiates itself into all that is. As 
Deleuze says, “differentiation is never a negation but a creation, difference is 
never negative but essentially creative and positive.”19 All of being and life, 
every “thing” and every activity is creation. Artists create in their medium, 
with painters, for example, creating the “percept” or the “being of sensa-
tion”; scientists are said to create “functions”; and famously it is left to the 
philosopher— and only the philosopher— to create concepts. Like White-
head, Deleuze invokes Spinoza to characterize creativity, and, again like 
Whitehead, Deleuze points out that substance is not to be thought as an 
eminent term but should be made “to turn around the modes.”20 The activ-
ity of differentiation is expressed “in terms of what it creates and its mode of 
creation,” a single activity of individualization with virtual and actual “as-
pects” or “attributes.” Thus, everything that exists exists in the same way 
but, as Deleuze adds, that existence is “said of difference”:

There are not ‘two paths’, as Parmenides’ poem suggests, but a single ‘voice’ of 
being which includes all its modes, including the most diverse, the most varied, 
the most differenciated. Being is said in a single sense of everything of which it 
is said, but that of which it is said differs: it is said of difference itself.21
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Every creation of being is said in the same sense but that of which it is said 
differs. Much of Deleuze’s philosophical effort is devoted to uncovering the 
genesis of these created differences, dipping beneath the abstract fallacies 
and “transcendental illusions” that cover over the creativity of things in 
order not only to describe but to explain their genesis. As with Whitehead, 
we can think of Deleuze as a radical empiricist searching for the conditions 
under which something new is produced:

I have always felt that I am an empiricist, that is, a pluralist. But what does this 
equivalence between empiricism and pluralism mean? It derives from the two 
characteristics by which Whitehead defined empiricism: the abstract does not 
explain, but must itself be explained; and the aim is not to rediscover the eter-
nal or the universal, but to find the conditions under which something new is 
produced (creativeness).22

The abstract does not explain but must itself be explained through a gene-
sis of its creative conditions. If there is an appeal to “truth” in Deleuze it is 
this: “truth is not to be achieved, formed or reproduced; it has to be creat-
ed. There is no other truth than the creation of the New.”23 At the very 
least, I think we can claim that Deleuze, in appealing to creativity and “cre-
ativeness” (which importantly Deleuze writes in English), was thinking 
with Whitehead (as well as Bergson).

This is borne out by the attention given to the concept of the “event” in 
Deleuze’s metaphysics of creativity and the attempt to align certain aspects 
of his own thinking with Whitehead’s. Deleuze of course discusses the 
concept of the event explicitly with detailed attention in several books. 
“I’ve tried in all of my books,” Deleuze says, “to discover the nature of 
events. It’s a philosophical concept, the only one capable of ousting the verb 
‘to be’ and attributes.”24 In his The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, Deleuze 
even uncovers a “secret school” devoted to answering the question “What is 
an Event?” Of course the successor to this secret school, the diadoche as 
Deleuze calls him, who inherits the question of the event is none other than 
Whitehead.25 Think of all the philosophers whom Deleuze could have 
named here. Heidegger immediately springs to mind. Why is Heidegger not 
the successor, or Derrida, or even Foucault, who devoted a number of texts 
to the idea of what he called “eventalization”? But Heidegger is after all the 
thinker of ereignis, the veiling- unveiling as the event of Being. It seems to 
me that Deleuze’s naming Whitehead as the successor to the question of the 
event is important and that it is related precisely to Whitehead’s metaphys-
ics of creativity. In any case, it is true that Whitehead also, like Deleuze, 
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spent a good part of his career writing about the event. I want to suggest 
that what Whitehead offered Deleuze here was a model or “logic” for think-
ing the event in relation to creativity and the new that would come to inform 
Deleuze’s own conception of the event.

Deleuze’s concept of the event receives various formulations in his work 
but the basic structure is well known: on the one hand, a state of affairs that 
relates to actualized bodies and individuals and, on the other, an incorpo-
real reserve of infinite becoming and virtual movement. Treating this 
structure as a simple hierarchical dualism has been used to give a distorted 
image of Deleuze’s thought in texts by Badiou, Hallward, and Žižek (see note 
17). I suggest that a better image is the “between- two” or “fourfold” where 
each component is internal to and required by the other. In terms of De-
leuze’s reading of the event in Whitehead, extension, intension, prehension, 
and ingression each has a virtual/actual side, and the process of conversion 
between them is carried out by different modes of creativity. Deleuze de-
scribes this in his own terms when he refers in both Difference and Repetition 
and Logic of Sense to “two dissymmetrical halves.” In Difference and Repeti-
tion Deleuze says that “everything has two odd, dissymmetrical and dissimi-
lar ‘halves’ . . . each dividing itself in two.”26 The dissymmetrical halves then 
become the “entre- deux” or fold between two that informs his reading of the 
event in Whitehead.

So, for Deleuze it is Whitehead who is the successor to the question of 
the event, a question that reaches back, according to Deleuze, at least to the 
Stoics who first elevated the event to the status of a concept. The second 
“great logic of the event” comes with Leibniz for whom the event is a relation, 
a relation to time and existence. What, for Deleuze, constitutes Whitehead’s 
unique contribution to this school, and the third great logic of the event, is 
to begin to show precisely how the event can be thought in terms of the 
question of the new. Whitehead’s creative advance over Leibniz’s event 
and, for Deleuze, over phenomenology and Heidegger is to lay out the con-
ditions for thinking novelty and the new in itself. Such a thinking of the 
event would reveal the best of all worlds: “not the one that reproduces the 
eternal, but the one on which new creations are produced, the one endowed 
with a capacity for innovation or creativity.”27

What are the conditions for the event of the new? In The Fold Deleuze 
attributes four conditions or components to Whitehead’s event, and I want 
to suggest that each component finds an equivalent correlate in Deleuze’s 
own event. Whitehead initially conceived of events as “extending over” 
each other in an infinite relation of continuity between wholes and parts. 
The unique novelty of an event is given by its “passage” into another series 
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of events either as part or whole. Deleuze makes this concept of “exten-
sion” the first condition or component of Whitehead’s event. Extensive se-
ries have intrinsic properties, “for example height, intensity, timbre of a 
sound, a tint, a value, a saturation of color.”28 If extension gives us some-
thing rather than nothing, then “intension” gives us “this” rather than “that.” 
Matter or what fills space and time always has characters, properties, de-
grees, or “intensities” of value that determine its texture in relation to other 
materials that are a part of it. The second component of the event, then, is 
“intension.” A further condition of the event for Deleuze- Whitehead is the 
“ingression” of eternal objects. Eternal objects are thoroughly indetermi-
nate “pure possibilities” and express a general potentiality unconstrained 
by any states of affairs, but when actualized or ingressed, they instantiate 
fully determinate facts or forms of definiteness. However, in addition to 
these three components there is another. One crucial factor in Deleuze’s 
reading of the event in Whitehead is the appropriation and creative use of 
the past in the formation of the new individual. The creation of the new is 
achieved through what Whitehead called prehension. Next to creativity, 
and the three other conditions of the event, this is another element that 
converges with Deleuze’s ontology, and it is perhaps one of Whitehead’s 
most important concepts. Prehension is a noncognitive “feeling” guiding 
how the occasion shapes itself from the data of the past and the potentiali-
ties of the future. Prehension is an “intermediary,” a purely immanent po-
tential power, a relation of difference with itself, or pure “affection” before 
any division into form and matter. Prehension for Deleuze is a passage or 
folding “between” states, a movement of pure experience or perception 
that increases or decreases its potential through interaction and commu-
nication with those states. As Deleuze says, “everything prehends its ante-
cedents and its concomitants and by degrees prehends a world.” “All pre-
hension,” Deleuze remarks, “is a prehension of prehension, and the event 
a  nexus of prehensions.”29 The event of prehension is double- sided and 
“rhythmic” in that it is the objectification of one prehension and the sub-
jectification of another. In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari de-
scribe the rhythmic movement of prehension in the context of Whitehead’s 
public/private coupling:

The (“public”) matter of fact was the mixture of data actualized by the world in 
its previous state, while bodies are new actualizations whose “private” states 
restore matters of fact for new bodies. Even when they are non- living, or rather 
inorganic, things have a lived experience because they are affections and 
perceptions.30
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Deleuze turns to Whitehead’s theory of prehensions here to describe the 
creative ongoing rhythm of “lived experience” as a unity with two sides or 
aspects. There is no ontological “gap” or separation in the sides, only a gath-
ering of things into a “prehensive unification,” and as the many become one, 
so the many are increased by one. In The Fold Deleuze describes this two- 
sided rhythm of prehension through the process of perception in Leibniz. 
For Deleuze each distinguished or clear perception emerges, through a ge-
netic process, from the dark depths of the world that is contained within 
each monad. Deleuze describes this double process in terms of the “micro-
scopic” and the “macroscopic,” terms that Deleuze borrows from White-
head’s Process and Reality, where they are used to refer both to the two 
meanings of “organism” and the two forms of “process.”31 However, for De-
leuze the essential difference between Whitehead and Leibniz is that Leib-
niz’s monad operates, famously, according to a condition of closure, where-
as for Whitehead “a condition of opening causes all prehension to be already 
the prehension of another prehension.”32 This condition of prehension— the 
opening onto the new in itself— is a key feature of the event in Deleuze’s 
reading of Whitehead and one that Deleuze does not find in Leibniz, phe-
nomenology, or, indeed, in Heidegger’s phenomenological ontology.

The Event of the Future

Although Deleuze’s reading of Whitehead remains faithful to many 
aspects of Whitehead’s philosophy, I want to suggest that Deleuze tends in 
his remarks to align the creativity of Whitehead’s occasion too closely to 
his own conception of the event that affirms inclusive disjunctions, bifur-
cations, and incompossibilities as a condition of the new. Indeed, Deleuze 
says that in Whitehead “even God . . . becomes Process, a process that at 
once affirms incompossibilities and passes through them.”33 Now, although 
it is the case that for the Whitehead of Process and Reality God is the basis 
of novelty and “apart from the intervention of God, there could be nothing 
new in the world” (PR, 247), the novelty is always qualified and con-
strained. Although the “Primordial nature of God” in Whitehead does in-
volve “the unconditioned conceptual valuation of the entire multiplicity of 
eternal objects,” the primordial nature “lures” the occasion to concresce in 
accordance with its “initial aim,” an aim that is then taken over by the sub-
ject in concrescence. The initial aim is the best actualization for that occa-
sion, an ideal pattern of intensities that gives the most harmonious possible 
experience for that occasion and for its achievement beyond itself. Both the 
initial aim of God, which grades the relevance of eternal objects, and the 
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“perished” yet still affective actual occasions made available in transition 
“jointly constitute the character of the creativity for the initial phase of the 
novel concrescence” (PR, 248).

There are several points to make here about these constraints on creativ-
ity. Firstly, this ordering cannot be a pure affirmation of disjunctions and 
incompossibilities in Deleuze’s sense because only one order of possibili-
ties is affirmed by God for the occasion, that is the “best” order, even if the 
concrescing occasion does not actually take up that order of possibility. 
Indeed, any modification of God’s initial aim ought to be seen as a limita-
tion of possible intensities. Secondly, the best of possible worlds here for 
Whitehead is not one simply endowed with novelty and newness under-
stood as the affirmation of incompossibles, as Deleuze seems to suggest. 
Novelty is a necessary condition for deepening the intensity of satisfaction 
in the occasion but not a sufficient condition. The one “best” order requires 
novelty and a harmony or contrast of intensities in and between occasions 
that contributes to God’s feelings, persuading the world toward what White-
head elsewhere calls “peace,” and beautifully summarized in the final pages 
of Adventure of Ideas as a “harmony of harmonies” (AI, 285). This systemic 
aim is rather different from the crisis and dissolution of harmony that one 
finds in Deleuze and the affirmation of an infinity of orders of possibility 
captured in Boulez’s phrase: a “polyphony of polyphonies.”34

Deleuze’s own conception of the event and its creativity, first worked out 
in his texts published in the 1960s, especially Logic of Sense and Difference 
and Repetition, is seemingly preoccupied with modes of temporality and 
forms of genesis that do not appear in Whitehead’s accounts of the actual 
occasion and its relation to creativity. Although there are similarities in 
that for Deleuze the event never happens and is always that which is about 
to happen, just as for Whitehead the occasion never really “is” but perpetu-
ally perishes, fundamentally, the creativity of the event in Deleuze is con-
ditioned by a future that is always to come and a pure past that never was. 
In Logic of Sense this notion of a future that never arrives and past that has 
never been is thought through Deleuze’s Stoic- inspired reading of events as 
incorporeal “effects” caused by bodies, mixtures, and their states of affairs. 
Events are not existent but are said to “insist” or “subsist”; they “hover” above 
or even “inside” their material actualizations. Events are said to be expressed 
by verbs in the infinitive, as well as substantives or adjectives that relate to a 
present, and they are not just active or passive but “impassive,” “neutral,” and 
“sterile.” The time of the event is given on the one hand by Aion, a time that 
becomes and divides endlessly into the future and the past and, on the other 
hand, through Chronos, a time that measures and regulates the present. 
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Thus time in the event must be grasped twice: once as the present that reg-
ulates corporeal mixtures, bodies, and states of affairs and once again as 
infinitely divisible in the past and future, divided into the incorporeal ef-
fects that result from bodies, yet are “independent of matter.” The incorpo-
real effects play only on the surface and elude the depth and thickness of 
bodies. These two modes of reality— essentially versions of the virtual and 
the actual that Deleuze operates with elsewhere in his work— are said to 
produce a new cleavage of the causal relation. Causes operate on causes in 
the depth of bodies but produce effects on the surface as “quasi causes.” In-
corporeal effects do not “cause” each other so much as differentiate, become, 
or “express” each other. These two aspects of reality produce, then, two 
“readings of time,” both necessary and exclusive.35 One time is composed of 
interlocking presents, and the other is continually decomposed into elon-
gated pasts and futures. Although this dualism functions as a reciprocal 
determination, Deleuze sometimes emphasizes, and on occasion privileg-
es, the expressive creativity of the quasi cause and the surface play of the 
incorporeals. The power of this creativity comes from the time of Aion, an 
empty form or straight line of time upon which the “eternal truth of the 
event” is played out. The eternal truth of the event is that it signals a time 
that is always already passed and forever yet to come. These strange modes 
of time that Deleuze at one point describes as the “secret” of the event are 
essentially disjunctive and disruptive, breaking up any gathering, disjoin-
ing syntheses, and cutting into the unifying processes that bring the past, 
present, and future together in a continuum. In other words, if White-
head’s account of occasions shows novelty as a continuity with the empha-
sis on how creativity joins and associates time and movement, Deleuze’s 
account of the creativity of the event tends to emphasize the discontinuity 
and disassociation of time and movement in a fundamental ungrounding 
of temporality.

In Difference and Repetition Deleuze’s account of this creative un-
grounding is given in terms of a transformation and reinvention of the 
concepts of univocity and eternal return where eternal return appears as a 
valorization of the future “in the image of a unique and tremendous event, 
adequate to time as a whole.”36 As I said earlier, for Deleuze a purely affir-
mative creativity would be the realization of univocity, and univocity can 
only be fully realized in the form of repetition in the eternal return. De-
leuze’s criticism of Spinoza is instructive here. Deleuze says that Spinozism 
only needed to make substance turn around the modes, or “in other words, 
to realize univocity in the form of repetition in the eternal return.” 37 A purely 
affirmative creativity, or realized univocity, is here figured as a time of the 
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future in which a pure repetition of differences act as a “caesura” that both 
conditions and ungrounds or cuts into the other modalities of time, open-
ing them fully and once again to genuine novelty. “Eternal return, in its 
esoteric truth, concerns— and can concern— only the third time of the se-
ries. Only there is it determined. That is why it is properly called a belief of 
the future, a belief in the future. Eternal return affects only the new, what 
is produced under the condition of default and by the intermediary of 
metamorphosis.”38

What is produced under the condition of default are disjunctions and 
dissociations that create the new. Such disjunctions are the work of an 
unknown and unknowable future that has ontological priority in dis-
rupting and fracturing the present. Throughout Deleuze’s work, the no-
tions of the “eternal return,” the third synthesis of time, the time of Aion, 
and so on, refer to a pure past that never was and a future that is always 
to come and that breaks open the present and fragments any continuity. 
For Deleuze repetition of an unknown future appears as the most “cre-
ative,” the most differentiated event since it communicates with a world 
without identity and without resemblance, a world in which the only 
ground is difference.

This repetition of a pure futural event in Deleuze is a different kind of 
genetic and conditioning function for genuine novelty that we do not seem 
to find in Whitehead’s account of occasions, and it might be worth specu-
lating as to why this is the case. For Whitehead the ultimate wounds of 
time, of “perpetual perishing,” are saved in God’s “consequent nature.” As 
Whitehead puts it, what is done in the temporal world is “transformed into 
a reality in heaven” so that nothing is lost, and this reality in heaven then 
passes back into the world as a fact of experience, qualifying the world and 
each new temporal actuality (PR, 351). For Deleuze, in contrast, the very 
nature of time and thought requires real loss and destruction, a complete 
emptying out and ungrounding so that the new may come about. This is 
the “royal repetition” of the eternal return that strips the other repetitions 
(the present of habit, the memory of the past) of their autonomy and subor-
dinates them to repetition as the category of the future and the completely 
novel.39 As Deleuze puts it:

The new with its power of beginning and beginning again remains forever 
new  .  .  . the new, in other words, difference, calls forth forces in thought 
which are not the forces of recognition, today or tomorrow, but the powers of 
a completely other model from an unrecognized and unrecognizable terra 
incognita.40
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In other words for Deleuze the problem is the belief that the wound of 
time, the “perpetual perishing,” needs to be or can be healed, reconciled, or 
saved since this merely covers over the intensities and forces that come from 
a “completely other model” and eternally revivify and create new thought 
and being. In such a “completely other model” of the future, it is only that 
which is “to come” that returns, that which is unanticipated, the new as the 
unknown or “difference as the origin, which then relates different to differ-
ent in order to make it (or them) return as such.” 41

From this Deleuzean perspective, and despite Deleuze’s own reading of 
Whitehead, it may appear that Whitehead could be added to the list of the 
great philosophers of creative repetition who, in Difference and Repetition, 
finally reconcile us to ourselves, to God, and to the world. Here Whitehead 
might be placed alongside Kierkegaard and Peguy, who are said to ultimate-
ly entrust the supreme repetition of the future to a “faith” in which God and 
World are rediscovered and saved. For Deleuze, the great repeaters weren’t 
prepared to pay the necessary price (loss of Self, God, and World), and so 
the novelty of the world is lost, and the rumbling of the most profound in-
tensities in the eternal return are covered over.

And yet, in Whitehead’s extraordinary articulation of creativity as the 
“double problem” in the conclusion of Process and Reality, the appeal is not 
to a future restored through faith as such— even though Whitehead admits 
“there is nothing here in the nature of proof” (PR, 343)— but to the guid-
ance of his system’s metaphysical principles, wherever they may lead. In 
Whitehead’s metaphysical construction a Deleuzean future or eternal re-
turn as the purely empty and unknown form of time is not necessary either 
as a formal condition for creativity or for the transvaluation of values. Rath-
er than the dissolution of God and world as the “necessary price” for think-
ing the truth of the creative, Whitehead proposes instead “the seculariza-
tion of the concept of God’s functions in the world” (PR, 207). And what is 
required for this “secularization,” as we saw earlier, is the ongoing recipro-
cal determination, coupling, and adjustment to each other of the two pro-
cesses, aspects, or dimensions of creativity that do not accord one process 
any privilege over the other. For Whitehead there are always at least two 
multiplicities or “types” needed to express secularization as the power of 
the creative, and in each antithesis, “there is a shift of meaning that con-
verts the opposition into a contrast” (PR, 348) without favoring one side of 
the opposition over the other. In Process and Reality God and the World 
are the final contrasted opposites “in terms of which Creativity achieves its 
supreme task of transforming disjoined multiplicity, with its diversities in 
opposition, into concrescent unity, with its diversities in contrast” (PR, 
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348). God and World stand contrasted in each other expressing the final 
metaphysical truth that both “appetitive vision and physical enjoyment 
have equal claim in creation” (PR, 348). Neither God nor the World reaches 
any kind of static completion in this process since “both are in the grip of 
the ultimate metaphysical ground, the creative advance into novelty” (PR, 
349). Each is the “instrument,” as Whitehead puts it, of novelty for the other. 
The double problem cannot be separated into two distinct problems since 
“either side can only be explained in terms of the other” (PR, 347), and no 
two actualities can be torn apart: “each is all in all” (PR, 348), or, in Deleuz-
ean terms, “being is univocal.”

In Modes of Thought Whitehead refers to the two types of “process” and 
“individuation” wherein each is interwoven with the other and acts as the 
exemplification of the other. In the same text he refers to “‘The Type of 
Actuality’ and ‘The Type of Pure Possibility’” (MT, 70). Throughout all of 
these oppositions, types, or worlds, Whitehead insists that they “require 
each other” (MT, 70, 97) such that oppositions are lured into contrasts and 
“contrasts of contrasts” where each element or type intensifies the satisfac-
tion of its “diversities” only by being submitted to the achievement of the 
other. Disjoining these elements would be to yield to transcendence, a “bi-
furcation of actuality” that “involves contradiction at every step. . . . This is 
the final Platonic problem” (PR, 346). What needs to be thought here, as 
Whitehead states it, is not the “mere problem of fluency and permanence 
[“the Platonic problem”]. There is the double problem: actuality with per-
manence requiring fluency as its completion; and actuality with fluency 
requiring permanence as its completion. . . . The double problem cannot be 
separated into two distinct problems. Either side can only be explained in 
terms of the other” (PR, 347). In his late essay “Immortality,” Whitehead 
refers to the double problem in terms of the “World of Value” and the 
“World of Fact,” which must undergo a “fusion” because each world can be 
described only in terms of factors that are common to both of them: “such 
factors have a dual aspect, and each world emphasizes one of the two as-
pects.” 42 Whitehead calls these factors that are common to each world “Ideas.” 
“Each Idea,” he says, “has two sides”: on one of its sides, the Idea responds to 
the question “how?,” “how much?,” “when?,” and so on— questions of the ac-
cident and fact and not the essence. The other side of the Idea is the re-
sponse to “value” and valuation and he calls this response “evaluation.” 
Evaluation values the accident, modifies values in relation to it, admits and 
omits, includes and excludes possibilities. Evaluation functions “actively as 
incitement and aversion” and yet evaluation cannot be disconnected from 
the immortal world of value. The “junction” of the two worlds “infuses the 
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unity of the coordinated values into the multiplicity of the finite acts.” 43 
When we emphasize only one world in one of its aspects, then we are com-
mitting the “fallacy of misplaced concreteness” and mistaking our abstrac-
tion for the concrete. For Whitehead we overcome this tendency toward 
“independent existence” only by stressing that the “ultimate character of 
the universe . . . has two sides— one side is the mortal world of transitory 
fact acquiring the immortality of realized value; and the other side is the 
timeless world of mere possibility acquiring temporal realization. The bridge 
between the two is the ‘Idea’ with its two sides.” 44

Whitehead’s articulation of the “double problem” here and his approach 
to it suggests that the “wound” of time can be creatively “transvalued” 
without appealing to the absolute difference of eternal return. Indeed, op-
posing diversities or differences do not so much conceal or cover over each 
other, as they are continually transformed into ever new contrasts of inten-
sity. Difference is recuperated and liberated not through repetition in the 
eternal return but through its conversion in the double problem. There is 
no need for the complete elimination of the negative and the identical since 
everything is saved for transfiguration in its other. From this Whiteheadi-
an perspective, the Deleuzian eternal return, as an empty form of time that 
cracks actuality open, looks increasingly like transcendence compared to 
the immanence of the double problem. From this point of view, absolute 
difference or otherness risks separating the double problem of creativity 
into two distinct problems, thereby effectively becoming an “exclusive dis-
junction” in the Deleuzean sense. Yet from the Deleuzean side, Whitehead’s 
speculative solution risks importing into his account of the new figures of 
difference still too bound to the same where otherness is relativized and 
domesticated. On this view the past is always partially recuperable, and the 
future only partially unknown. That Whitehead’s articulation of the dou-
ble problem finds its source in what he calls “civilized intuition” can only 
compound these worries on the Deleuzean side and suggests a reliance 
upon dogmatic modes of thought that bring diversity under a form of the 
same and the new into the category of the already known and recognizable 
(PR, 347).

By contrasting Deleuze’s and Whitehead’s approaches to creativity— 
summarized here as the event and the occasion— I have highlighted some 
of the internal similarities and differences within their metaphysics of the 
new and uncovered some of the stakes in their conceptions of time. As we 
have seen, the activity of the occasion is one of synthesizing and unifying 
the real and ideal oppositions that structure the power of the creative. In 
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this activity the actualities are converted into each other as contrasts, and 
creativity achieves a reconciliation of permanence and flux. For the De-
leuzean event, in contrast, the essential movement of “royal repetition” in 
creativity breaks and disrupts any reconciled gathering, disjoins syntheses, 
and opens thought to an unknown future. Here the tendency is toward 
relative discontinuity where continuity is ruptured and time is thought as 
an event that cannot be saved in the actual but must be constantly under-
gone as the eternal and virtual “wound” of our condition. It is a “time out 
of joint” that fractures the equilibrium of the occasion. Arguably any gen-
uine philosophy of creativity or metaphysics of the new cannot do without 
the insights of both the philosophies of the event and the occasion, and the 
Deleuzean inspired revival of Whitehead’s extraordinary philosophy now 
underway brings this into clearer focus.
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Alfred North Whitehead is generally described as a “process philos-
opher.” Little wonder, since his major book is entitled Process and Reality, it 
inspired the so- called process theology movement, and kindred phrases 
such as “process studies” automatically suggest a Whiteheadian influence. 
The bond between Whitehead and the word “process” is obviously un-
breakable, and I will waste no energy attempting to break it. Instead, 
I want to note an ambiguity in the term “process” that encourages a mis-
leading assessment not only of Whitehead, but of the entire present- day 
landscape of Continental philosophy. Above all, Whitehead has been 
linked too closely in recent years with the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze.1 
Without engaging in dispute with individual commentators, I would like 
to suggest that we now suffer from the conflation of two entirely different 
philosophical schools.

As I see it, one of these schools includes both Whitehead and the present- 
day French thinker Bruno Latour.2 We can call this group “School X” to 
mark the difficulty of inscribing it in either analytic or Continental phi-
losophy. After all, the analytics and Continentals are both inclined toward 
Kantian presuppositions in a manner that Latour and Whitehead brazenly 
renounce. In the first part of this essay, I will show why Whitehead and 
Latour should not be linked too closely with a second group of powerful 
thinkers, including such figures as Henri Bergson, Manuel DeLanda, 
William James, Gilbert Simondon, and Isabelle Stengers. To distinguish 
this group from School X, we might whimsically term it “School Y.” When 
these two groups are too easily united, with little sense of the friction be-
tween them, then we completely miss what ought to be a pivotal debate in 

E IGH T

Whitehead and Schools  
X, Y, and Z
Graham Harman



232 GRAHAM HARMAN

present- day Continental philosophy. For whereas School X opposes the 
traditional philosophy of enduring substance with a relational but ultimate-
ly punctiform model of entities, School Y opposes substance in the name of 
an uncensored form of raw, pulsating, nonstop flux- and- flow action in 
which becoming is continuous and individual states or moments do not re-
ally exist. In what follows, I will assess both of these philosophical schools 
and oppose them from my own preferred position: “School Z,” more com-
monly known as object- oriented philosophy. Whitehead plays a central role 
in this essay for the following reason: he deserves praise for defending indi-
vidual entities against the blend- o- rama of becoming that defines today’s 
fashion, but also deserves blame for reducing entities to their relations. This 
gives Whitehead a compellingly ambiguous status from the standpoint of 
School Z.

Process, Becoming, and Relation

We should begin by distinguishing among three different notions: 
process, becoming, and relation. Unless these terms are treated separately, the 
nature of the choice now facing Continental philosophy will be hopelessly 
obscured. In the present context, the broadest of the three is surely process. 
Although the phrase “process philosophy” often functions as a proper name 
referring to Whitehead’s own philosophy, we might use it more generally to 
refer to all recent philosophies that emphasize change over stasis. Rather 
than viewing the world as made up of enduring substances “which enjoy 
adventures of change throughout time and space,” change is now regarded as 
primary, and the apparent stasis of enduring things must be explained rather 
than presupposed (PR, 35). It is true enough that all of the thinkers listed 
above in both Schools X and Y (Bergson, DeLanda, Deleuze, James, Latour, 
Simondon, Stengers, and Whitehead) are philosophers of change. None of 
them speaks favorably of traditional enduring substance or essence, and all 
seek a dynamic view of the cosmos in opposition to the supposedly static 
one of the past.

But not all philosophers of process are philosophers of becoming. If “pro-
cess philosophy” means that underlying substances must be replaced by 
concrete events, “philosophy of becoming” means that individual entities 
per se are derivative of a more primordial dynamism, thereby reducing in-
dividuals to realities of the second rank. Though process and becoming 
might seem closely related, process is actually the broader term: some pro-
cess philosophers are not philosophers of becoming. The two shining ex-



 WHITEHEAD AND SCHOOLS X, Y, AND Z  233

amples of this are Whitehead and Latour. For Whitehead, it is by no means 
true that individuals are derivative of a primordial or virtual indetermi-
nate flux; instead, individuals are the very stuff of reality: “‘actual entities’— 
also termed ‘actual occasions’— are the final real things of which the world 
itself is made up. There is no going behind actual entities to find anything 
more real. They differ among themselves: God is an actual entity, and so is 
the most trivial puff of existence in far- off empty space” (PR, 18). Later, 
Whitehead draws an even sharper contrast between this principle of actual 
entities and the view that everything is in continuous flux:

the extensive continuity of the physical universe has usually been construed to 
mean that there is a continuity of becoming. But . . . it is easy, by employing 
Zeno’s method, to prove that there can be no continuity of becoming. There is 
a becoming of continuity, but no continuity of becoming. . . . Thus the ultimate 
metaphysical truth is atomism. (PR, 35)

We should also remember Whitehead’s famous “ontological principle,” 
which means “that actual entities are the only reasons; so that to search for 
a reason is to search for one or more actual entities” (PR, 24). In other words, 
everything that happens must be explained by the workings of individuals, 
and by this alone. There is no “pre- individual” realm in Latour or White-
head,3 but a world made up entirely of distinct individuals. This is by no 
means the case for School Y, in which individuals are derivative in com-
parison with primordial fluxes and wholes, topological structures, attrac-
tors, virtualities, and other pre- individuals said to be deeper than fully 
articulated actors and entities. Latour is entirely Whiteheadian in his tacit 
embrace of the ontological principle,4 and Latour’s emphasis on real indi-
viduals even leads to a candid thesis against the primacy of becoming: 
“Time is the distant consequences of actors as they each seek to create a fait 
accompli on their own behalf that cannot be reversed. In this way time 
passes.” In other words, “time does not pass. Times are what is at stake be-
tween forces.”5 What this means is that time and becoming are not autono-
mous forces lying somewhere outside or prior to individually determinate 
entities. Instead of entities being derivative of a primordial flux, time and 
becoming are produced by individual actors. In this way Latour can even 
be viewed as a sort of anti- Bergson. The point has become even more obvi-
ous with the publication of Latour’s new systematic work, An Inquiry into 
Modes of Existence,6 which includes REP (reproduction) as one of fourteen 
modes of existence. The reason REP is a basic category for Latour is that 
nothing continues inertly in existence through any sort of Bergsonian élan 
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or durée. Instead each entity is punctiform and passes away in an instant, 
which entails the need of ontological labor to reproduce it.

This Whiteheadian- Latourian focus on fully determinate individuals 
would be puzzling to the thinkers I have termed School Y, since none 
of them places individual entities at the basis of the cosmos. Deleuze tends 
to treat individuals as sterile efflorescences on the surface of the world, 
with the deeper “virtual” plane as more vital and less determinate than 
individuals.7 Simondon’s niche as a metaphysician consists almost entirely 
in his subordination of fully formed individuals to the process of individu-
ation, whereas I will show that Whitehead’s use of “process” always goes 
hand in hand with the absolute supremacy of fully formed (though tran-
sient) individuals.8 James is also a typical School Y figure on the question of 
individuals. In psychology as in philosophy, James condemns those “over- 
subtle intellects . . . [who] have ended by substituting a lot of static objects of 
conception for . . . direct personal experiences.”9 And then we have Bergson, 
the granddaddy of them all, for whom individuals are carved out of flux 
by  the needs of human practical action. In Creative Evolution Bergson 
makes the typically Bergsonian statement that “the truth is that we change 
without ceasing, and that the state itself is nothing but change.”10 And as 
concerns the status of individual things:

The distinct outlines which we see in an object, and which give it its individu-
ality, are only the design of a certain kind of influence that we might exert on a 
certain point of space; it is the plan of our eventual actions that is sent back to 
our eyes, as though by a mirror, when we see the surfaces and edges of things. 
Suppress this action, and with it consequently those main directions which by 
perception are traced out for it in the entanglement of the real, and the indi-
viduality of the body is re- absorbed in the universal interaction which, with-
out doubt, is reality itself.11

The concept of “universal interaction” leads us to the third idea I wished 
to discuss: relation. Philosophies of relation are those that hold that the thing 
is not an autonomous reality apart from its interactions with other things, 
but is instead constituted by those interactions. Bergson declares this stand-
point in the passage just cited, and even more clearly so in his early master-
piece Matter and Memory.12 James and Simondon are clearly practitioners 
of a relational ontology, though in the cases of Deleuze and perhaps 
Stengers this may or may not be a point of greater controversy. As for the 
School X of Whitehead and Latour, they serve up what might be the most 
relational ontologies in the history of Western thought. Latour tells us 
bluntly in Pandora’s Hope that the reality of an entity (an “actor,” in his 
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terminology) is defined by nothing more than “what other actors are modi-
fied, transformed, perturbed, or created by the [actor] that is the focus of at-
tention.”13 In Whitehead’s case, we read in similar fashion that “in a sense, 
every entity pervades the whole world” (PR, 28), and further, that “each atom 
[i.e., each actual entity] is a system of all things” (PR, 36). This all sounds a 
great deal like Leibniz’s hyper- relational manifesto in the Monadology: “As a 
result, every body is affected by everything that happens in the universe . . . 
‘All things conspire,’ said Hippocrates.”14 But whereas Leibniz gave us the 
monads as underlying substances, Latour and Whitehead give us monad-
ologies without enduring monads— theories in which individuals are en-
tirely reducible to the conspiracies they weave with other things.

Let me now summarize how all these terms play out for the purposes of 
this essay. The members of both School X and School Y (unlike, say, Aris-
totle or Aquinas) are philosophers of process rather than static things. But 
only the School Y philosophers are devoted to becoming rather than indi-
viduals, since in Whitehead and Latour the reason for everything that hap-
pens must be found in individual entities themselves. Moreover, these enti-
ties are not just derivative outcroppings of some deeper pre- individual 
becoming— as we find especially in such figures as Bergson, James, Deleuze, 
and Simondon. As for relations, both School X and School Y prefer relations 
over things, the former more vehemently than the latter. Since School X and 
School Y both prefer process over stasis, they seem to present a united front 
against traditional philosophies of substance. In the present day they have 
much momentum in their favor, since the current fashion is to view sub-
stance as rigid, static, reactionary, patriarchal, and oppressive, while dy-
namic fluxes and flows strike the educated public as innovative, liberating, 
interactive, holistic, and fresh. The roots of this antisubstance reaction can 
be found in the idealist or empiricist flavor of modern philosophy, which 
asks what is directly accessible in things, rather than what is arbitrarily 
posited as lying outside direct access; a commitment to immanence has 
become fashionable, while any talk of transcendence is taken to be a retro-
grade mark of intellectual shame. In turn, the tendency to define things in 
terms of their relations to us sometimes mutates, among more speculative 
thinkers, into the habit of defining them by way of their relations to each 
other as well. In our time it is widely believed that only a miserable, Scrooge- 
like curmudgeon would ever defend stasis over process. Yet this nearly 
unanimous outcry against traditional substance must not overshadow a 
deeper schism between School X and School Y on the question of becoming. 
As we have seen, becoming is by no means defended by Whitehead and 
Latour, who treat individuals as utterly determinate in each instant. Nor 
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must this pair of themes (process and becoming) be confused with that of 
relation, which will turn out to be altogether separate from the theme of 
process. At this point a diagram may be helpful. (Exclamation marks refer 
to especial intensity of commitment.)

As is clear from Figure 8.1 and the foregoing discussion, School Y af-
firms all three principles— process, becoming, and relation— as pillars of 
its ontology. My own position, object- oriented philosophy, rejects all 
three.15 School X is very close to School Y, diverging from it only on the 
question of becoming. But this divergence has serious implications for 
present- day Continental philosophy, as the remainder of this essay will 
clarify.

In passing, it should be noted that there are other possibly useful ways of 
grouping these authors. For example, Latour and Whitehead agree strong-
ly with object- oriented philosophy in treating all relations in the same 
manner as the human- world relation: the human relation to a window 
is no different in kind from that of raindrops to the window. Some of the 
School Y figures might also agree on this point, while others would not, but 
to decide this question would require a more intricate reading of these fig-
ures than the present essay can undertake.

I will now give a brief survey of Whitehead’s views on the three notions 
of process, becoming, and relation, and then conclude this survey with a 
brief discussion of why all three are unsuitable as foundational principles 
of ontology.

Process Becoming Relations 

School X (Latour,
Whitehead)

YES!NOYES!

School Y (Bergson,
DeLanda, Deleuze,
James, Simondon,
Stengers)

YESYES!YES!

School Z (object-
oriented philosophy)

NO!NO!NO

Figure 8.1. Though the process philosophy of Whitehead has been conflated with 
 Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming, the differences between these two schools— and a 
third school, object- oriented philosophy— can be sharpened by attending to their posi-
tions on process, becoming, and relations.
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Whitehead and Process

Yes, Whitehead is a philosopher of process.
It would not be unfair to say that Western philosophy has valued the 

eternal and unchanging, or at least the durable, over the manifold transient 
processes unfolding in the world. This is clear enough in Plato and his tra-
dition, so devoted to the eternity of forms— the perfect cat, horse, tree, jus-
tice, friendship, or other eidei that serve as eternal models for all fleeting, 
mortal entities. It is true on the other hand that for Aristotle and many of 
his followers, substance need not be eternal (G. W. Leibniz is a notable ex-
ception). Yet Aristotelian primary substance is always somewhat durable, 
enduring as the same thing for many seconds, hours, days, years, or mil-
lennia. Even in the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, which aspires to 
be so sensitive to the multiple shifting facets of conscious experience, there 
are intentional objects that endure over time despite being seen in many dif-
ferent “adumbrations.” According to Husserl, a blackbird or mailbox can 
appear to consciousness in countless different ways, but always as the same 
blackbird or mailbox. In all these philosophers the movement of the world 
is subordinated to some nucleus of stasis; the adjective and verb are con-
quered by the noun. In this way, with scattered exceptions (David Hume 
comes to mind) the Western philosophical tradition through the early 
nineteenth century shows a marked preference for enduring units that lie 
beneath the world’s surface of transient happenings.

In the late nineteenth century, the tide began to turn. Along with some 
striking passages in Nietzsche, we find Bergson16 and James17 insisting that 
experience is a ceaseless stream in constant fluctuation. The role of the en-
during thing- in- itself, an unchanging subject of change lying beneath all 
surface fluctuation, is de- emphasized to the point of being abandoned. 
Throughout the twentieth century, philosophies of substance are widely ac-
cused of reactionary archaism and a general opposition to the new. Non- 
Western cultures are frequently praised for being less beholden to petrified 
enduring substances and their ostensible counterpart, subject- predicate 
grammar. One example can be found in Whitehead himself: “the philosophy 
of organism [i.e., Whitehead’s own philosophy] seems to approximate more 
to some strains of Indian, or Chinese, thought, than to western Asiatic, or 
European, thought. One side makes process ultimate; the other makes fact 
ultimate” (PR, 7). We find a further well- known example in Benjamin Lee 
Whorf’s praise of Hopi grammar for its superior sense of temporal fluctua-
tion, which in his view makes it better equipped than Western tongues to 
navigate the mysterious sea of quantum physics.18 Much of Whitehead’s 
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philosophy can be interpreted as belonging to the same recent current of 
antisubstance sentiment that motivates Bergson and James. For instance, 
early in Process and Reality Whitehead writes as follows: “the philosophy 
of organism is closely allied to Spinoza’s scheme of thought. But it differs 
by the abandonment of the subject- predicate form of thought. . . . The result 
is that . . . morphological description is replaced by description of dynamic 
process” (PR, 7). More broadly, Whitehead gives the following condemna-
tion of traditional cosmological speculation:

the notion of continuous stuff with permanent attributes, enduring without 
differentiation, and retaining its self- identity through any stretch of time 
however small or large, has been fundamental [to traditional Western phi-
losophy]. The stuff undergoes change in respect to accidental qualities and 
relations; but it is numerically self- identical in its character of one actual en-
tity throughout its accidental adventures. The admission of this fundamen-
tal metaphysical concept has wrecked the various systems of pluralistic 
 realism. (PR, 78)

He attacks those philosophers who go through the motions of critiquing 
Aristotle even while retaining his traditional subject- predicate grammar. 
This leads Whitehead to a fairly damning indictment of Aristotle’s meta-
physics as a whole: “The evil produced by the Aristotelian ‘primary sub-
stance’ is exactly this habit of metaphysical emphasis upon the ‘subject- 
predicate’ form of proposition” (PR, 30). As Aristotle explains in the 
Metaphysics, the primary substances are individual things that can sup-
port different qualities at different times. Socrates can be happy and then 
sad while remaining Socrates all the while; this is what makes him a sub-
stance. By contrast, since happy is always happy and sad is always sad, these 
terms are never substances. In a grammatical sense, this means that Socrates 
is a subject while happy and sad are predicates. But Whitehead repeatedly 
insists that the metaphysics lying behind this grammar is mistaken. As he 
puts it: “The simple notion of an enduring substance sustaining persistent 
qualities, either essentially or accidentally, expresses a useful abstract for 
many purposes of life. But whenever we try to use it as a fundamental state-
ment of the nature of things, it proves itself mistaken” (PR, 79). Although 
Whitehead concedes that there are good pragmatic reasons to speak of en-
during substances in everyday language and logic, he holds that “in meta-
physics the concept is sheer error” (PR, 79). Why sheer error? The reason 
can be found in Whitehead’s personal vision of what an entity is, and that 
is the topic of the next section. So far, we have seen that Whitehead is un-
deniably a process philosopher. He does not believe in the primacy of en-
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during individual things that would serve as the substrate of qualitative 
surface change. What is primary is change itself.

Whitehead and Becoming

No, Whitehead is not a philosopher of becoming.
A philosopher of becoming is one who denies that the world is best un-

derstood in terms of individual things or individual instants of time. In-
stead, the world is a pre- individual field not fully carved up into distinct 
entities, and time is a continuous duration rather than a series of isolated 
cinematic frames. We have already seen that neither of these views is af-
firmed by the School X philosophies of Whitehead or Latour. The White-
headian cosmos is governed by the ontological principle, according to 
which discrete actual entities are the root of all reality. Here we could not 
be further from Simondon’s denunciation of fully formed individuals as 
the product of philosophical naiveté. Whitehead is not interested in the 
generation of individuals from a quasi- determinate pre- individual field, 
but in the generation of individuals from prior individuals. The sense of 
the word “process” in Whitehead is completely different from what it is in 
Simondon.

Whitehead’s world is one of actual entities, which he also calls “actual 
occasions.” The reason for this alternate terminology, “occasion,” is the 
completely instantaneous nature of actual entities: “an actual entity never 
moves: it is where it is and what it is. In order to emphasize this character-
istic by a phrase connecting the notion of ‘actual entity’ more closely with 
our ordinary habits of thought, I will also use the term ‘actual occasion’ in 
the place of the term ‘actual entity’” (PR, 73). Latour proposes the similar 
principle that each thing happens just once, in one place and one time only.19 
Whitehead’s actual entity does not undergo adventures in time and space, 
because it is completely defined by its specific stance in time and space, its 
relation to all other things. For this reason the entity can only perish, not 
change: “Actual entities perish, but do not change; they are what they are” 
(PR, 35). Aristotle’s primary substances also are what they are, but in Aristo-
tle’s case this does not include their exact relational dealings with all other 
entities, whereas in Whitehead’s case it does. His actual entities, like La-
tour’s, are so utterly concrete that they cannot endure the slightest shift in 
their features without dying instantly. “Actual occasions in their ‘formal’ 
constitutions are devoid of all indetermination. . . . They are complete and 
determinate matter of fact, devoid of all indetermination” (PR, 29). White-
head’s technical term for this is “satisfaction.”
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In short, for all his talk of dynamic process, Whitehead’s philosophy is 
one in which entities are so utterly determinate that they can last only for 
an instant before perishing and being replaced by other actual entities. If 
School Y defends a dynamism deeper than any individual entities, the dy-
namism of School X consists entirely in a chain of such entities stretching 
across time. Consider the two senses in which Whitehead’s philosophy 
continues the occasionalist tradition in philosophy. Occasionalism began 
as an early Islamic theological school in Basra, upholding the view that 
God was not only the sole creator in the universe, but the only legitimate 
causal agent at all. For this reason, even the mere collision between two 
inanimate objects must be mediated by God. Moreover, since endurance 
was viewed as an accident of things, the world was made solely of perishing 
things and time made solely of disconnected instants, so that a continuous 
creation of the universe was necessary.20 These ideas later passed into Eu-
ropean philosophy through the French Cartesians, though they lost their 
prestige during the general Enlightenment onslaught against divinity. 
Whitehead is perhaps the most candid recent defender of both senses of oc-
casionalism: the inability of two entities to interact without the mediation 
of God, and the disjunctions between separate instants of time.

As for divine intervention in the philosophy of Whitehead, it occurs al-
ways and everywhere. When actual entities other than God prehend one 
another, or relate to one another, they do this always in terms of specific 
qualities (“eternal objects”). God’s role in this process is stated clearly 
enough: “the things which are temporal arise by their participation in the 
things which are eternal. The two sets are mediated by a thing which com-
bines the actuality of what is temporal with the timelessness of what is po-
tential. This final entity is the divine element in the world” (PR, 40). And 
as  concerns the radical disconnection of temporal instants, this is clear 
enough from the passages in which Whitehead describes the “perpetual 
perishing” of actual entities. It is true that Whitehead ascribes to these ac-
tual entities an appetite, conatus, or drive that pushes them beyond their 
current instantaneous being: “Appetition is immediate matter of fact in-
cluding in itself a principle of unrest” (PR, 32). Yet this addition of appetite 
to actual entities seems utterly gratuitous. In speaking of prehensions, 
Whitehead writes: “the analysis of an actual entity into ‘prehensions’ is that 
mode of analysis which exhibits the most concrete elements in the nature 
of actual entities” (PR, 19). In other words, actual entities are nothing more 
than their prehensions, and this is what makes them actual occasions lim-
ited to a specific time and place and unable to undergo adventures outside 
those exact coordinates. The price one must pay for viewing entities as ut-
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terly determined by their specific situation, and hence as nondurable, is 
that it becomes difficult to see how one such self- contained entity could 
ever link to the next. It is for this reason that Whitehead posits “appetite” 
as a sort of bonus property of his self- contained actual entities. In doing so, 
he risks committing a classic vis dormitiva maneuver. Just as Molière’s physi-
cian claims that opium causes sleep by means of a sleeping faculty, White-
head’s “appetite”— despite his explicit critique of the “faculty psychology” 
(PR, xiii)— implies that actual entities change by means of a changing facul-
ty. Or rather, since actual entities are excluded from the possibility of change, 
they are replaced by new entities by means of a faculty- for- being- replaced. In 
this respect, Whitehead shows himself guilty of the same incoherence that 
he says can be found in all philosophies after sufficient analysis:

Incoherence is the arbitrary disconnection of first principles. In modern phi-
losophy Descartes’ two kinds of substance, corporeal and mental, illustrate 
incoherence. There is, in Descartes’ philosophy, no reason why there should 
not be a one- substance world, only corporeal, or a one- substance world, only 
mental.  .  .  . The attraction of Spinoza’s philosophy lies in its modification of 
Descartes’ position into greater coherence. . . . The gap in [Spinoza’s] system is 
the arbitrary introduction of the ‘modes.’ (PR, 6– 7)

By the same token, one of the gaps in Whitehead’s system is the arbitrary 
introduction of appetite as a means of shying away from the radical dis-
continuity in moments of time that would otherwise be required by the 
absolute concreteness of actual occasions.

But this is not even the main issue. The main issue is that there are viv-
idly occasionalist elements at the center of Whitehead’s thought: the role of 
God as a relational mediator, and the nature of time as composed of dis-
connected punctiform instants. Latour is indebted to occasionalism in 
similar fashion, except that he makes no appeal to God as the mediator of 
all relations and instead treats mediation on a more secular and local 
level.21 But what is most striking is how clearly this separates Latour and 
Whitehead from the figures grouped here under the title School Y. After 
all, the problems that motivate Whitehead’s use of God as a relational me-
diator, and appetite as a mediator between instants, would be ridiculed by 
School Y from the outset as false problems. It is merely comical to imagine 
James or Deleuze positing God as a mediator between entities, and utterly 
ridiculous to imagine Bergson viewing time as made up of isolated occa-
sions that would need to be bridged by a forward- looking “appetite” in the 
heart of each occasion.
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Whitehead and Relation

Yes, Whitehead is a philosopher of relation.
Along with opposing durable substances that would persist across time, 

Whitehead even more famously opposes the notion that entities are self- 
contained. Indeed, Whitehead is one of the foremost champions in Western 
philosophy of a relational metaphysics, in which entities have no reality 
apart from their interaction with other entities. In this way, the old West-
ern philosophical cosmos of rigid enduring things seems to be replaced by 
a dynamic universe of process and relation. We have already seen that 
Whitehead goes so far as to accept a doctrine of internal relations, accord-
ing to which a thing’s relations belong to its inner reality. After praising 
John Locke as a venerable forerunner, Whitehead adds the following objec-
tion: “Locke misses one essential doctrine, namely, that the doctrine of in-
ternal relations makes it impossible to attribute ‘change’ to any actual entity. 
Every actual entity is what it is, and is with its definite status in the uni-
verse, determined by its internal relations to other actual entities” (PR, 58– 
59). Stated differently, “the actual entity, in virtue of what it is, is also where 
it is. It is somewhere because it is some actual thing with its correlated ac-
tual world. This is the direct denial of the Cartesian doctrine, ‘an existent 
thing which requires nothing but itself in order to exist’” (PR, 59).

For Whitehead (and for Latour), the idea that a thing is determined by 
its relations is a necessary part of the doctrine “of individual actual enti-
ties, each with its own self- attainment” (PR, 60). Given the commitment 
of School X to process rather than static substances, we would veer dan-
gerously close to Aristotelian substance if an actual entity were allowed to 
endure for more than an instant, preserving its reality despite shifting re-
lations and shifting stances in space and time. This explains why School X 
is so much more vehement about the relationality of the world than School 
Y, just as the borderlands of a country are often more nationalistic than 
the capital.

On Behalf of School Z

One purpose of this essay has been to drive a wedge into the crack 
between two types of “process” philosophers, which I have called School X 
and School Y. Since both agree on dynamic process over stasis, and both 
roughly agree on a relational ontology (with School X being far more em-
phatic about relations), their point of disagreement can be found entirely in 
the theme of becoming. This amounts to the question of whether individual 
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entities are the true engine of the world, or merely a sterile byproduct of 
deeper dynamisms. What we have found is that Whitehead and Latour 
stand out from the rest in elevating individual entities or actors to the pin-
nacle of reality, even to the point that such individuals are the root of ev-
erything else. The exact opposite is the case for the School Y thinkers, who 
do not regard actual individuals as the site where everything of impor-
tance occurs.

This difference is so glaring, and of such primordial metaphysical im-
portance, that it remains somewhat shocking whenever attempts are made 
to synthesize Whitehead (and less often, Latour) with the philosophy of 
Deleuze, however common these attempts may be. Deleuzean philosophy 
has been in the ascendant since the mid- 1990s, and has even become the 
standard avant- garde weaponry of Continental thought. It should also be 
clear to any observer of the contemporary scene that this blurring of bound-
aries between X and Y is rarely initiated by the former school. We see few 
attempts by Latourians to colonize Deleuze for Latourian purposes, nor 
am I am aware of those who are principally Whiteheadians making such 
attempts with much frequency. Rather, the movement of conquest always 
seems to proceed in the opposite direction. Since there are few Jamesians 
anymore, while today’s followers of Bergson, DeLanda, Simondon, and 
Stengers also tend to be followers of Deleuze, it is really the Deleuzian in-
fluence that sets the agenda in mixing Deleuze together with Whitehead in 
a single “process” stew.

When this happens, we lose what is unique to Whitehead in comparison 
with School Y. In my view, what is unique are the gaps in Whitehead’s cos-
mos that must be bridged. We encountered these gaps when considering 
the two occasionalist elements in Whitehead’s philosophy. First, God is 
needed to mediate the gap between actual entities (things) and eternal ob-
jects (qualities). This might also be described as the gap between the actual 
and the potential, or the discrete and the continuous. And as Whitehead 
puts it, “continuity concerns what is potential; whereas actuality is incur-
ably atomic” (PR, 61). Note that the gap for Whitehead is not just between 
actualities and potentialities, but also between actualities and other actu-
alities. After all, they encounter each other only by mediation of the eternal 
objects, being unable to prehend one another with total accuracy in the 
manner of which God alone is capable. No such puzzling gaps exist in 
School Y, which tends to view gaps as false problems left over from the 
bias of Western intellectual tradition, Indo- European grammar, or the 
faiblesse of common sense. Instead, in School Y there reigns a doctrine of 
continuity— whether of time (Bergson), the interrelation between things 
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(James), or a pre- individual realm not yet carved into distinct individuals 
(Simondon). For School Y, it is discontinuity that must be explained rather 
than continuity.

There is no good reason to accept Whitehead’s positing of God as a uni-
versal mediator who closes all gaps. I say this not because we must be good 
post- Enlightenment atheists obliged to ridicule God whenever he is men-
tioned in public, but because no specific entity should be empowered to 
function as a bridge across all gaps. If actual entities are unable to exhaust 
others with their mutual prehensions, then it is utterly arbitrary to stipu-
late that God alone (who is also described by Whitehead as an actual enti-
ty) is granted the miraculous ability to prehend other entities to their ut-
termost depths. Latour avoids this hypocrisy by attempting the first- ever 
secularized version of indirect causation, though I have argued elsewhere 
that his solution does not work either.22 Yet the important point is that they 
have at least raised the question, which School Y is unable to do. Only a 
philosophy of actual individuals is capable of seeing that these individuals 
are individuals only when partly cut off from one another, and that if there 
are individuals then the world is already not a unified whole in which in-
fluence can be transmitted free of charge. Stated simply, either the world is 
one or it is many. If it is one, then we are in the territory of Parmenides, 
and there is no way to explain why the many would ever arise from the one. 
But if the world is many, then communication between this plurality of 
things poses a problem: they are separate things, there is a gap between 
them, and communication between one and the other can never be total 
and never direct, but requires a mediator.23 On the question of the one and 
the many, it might seem as though Whitehead is trying to have it both ways: 
“The many become one, and are increased by one. In their natures, entities 
are disjunctively ‘many’ in process of passage into conjunctive unity. This 
Category of the Ultimate replaces Aristotle’s ‘primary substance’” (PR, 21). 
But the conjunctive unity to which he refers does not ontologically cancel 
the disjunctive reality of the many, even if it unifies them. Note that White-
head’s Ultimate simply “increases by one” the army of the many, taking its 
place as a more colossal entity of the same order of being as their own— 
unlike the one of Anaximander or Parmenides, ontologically different in 
kind from any multitude.

Second, the utter determinacy of every entity for both Whitehead and 
Latour means that there is a gap between any entity at time T and the 
“same” entity at time T1. Actually, for Whitehead and Latour they are not 
the same entity at all, but merely have a close resemblance without being 
one and the same. Just as Whitehead arbitrarily posits “appetite” in the 
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heart of things so as to link one moment with the next, Latour occasionally 
flirts with the Spinozist conception of conatus.24 But we have seen that this 
amounts to nothing more than a new version of the vis dormitiva (“an en-
tity changes by means of a changing faculty”), which is posited to address a 
built- in drawback of the initial theory. That drawback should be obvious 
enough: there is no reason to adhere to a theory of internal relations, and 
hence no reason to view things as so utterly determinate in their relations 
that they are incapable of adventuring from one moment to the next. Stat-
ed differently, this is a point on which School Y is closer to the truth, since 
this group generally insists on something in reality deeper than any cur-
rent relational configuration between specific things. We find this above all 
in Deleuze and DeLanda, since for them the virtual is never fully actual-
ized in specific things.

Nonetheless, it is in Whitehead and Latour that we find a closer ap-
proach to the truth, thanks to their sharper sense of gaps and discontinui-
ties. Stated differently, what we must embrace is the occasionalist problems 
they raise— the first by sharpening the problem, and the second by recog-
nizing it as a dead end. The first problem is the need for a mediator between 
things, for the simple reason that since things are individual and do not 
penetrate one another to the core, they must meet in some shared third 
space. It cannot be God, as Whitehead claims it is, because it is unclear 
why any specific entity should be able to breach the very ontological laws 
by which all other entities are constrained. Nor can it be Latour’s solution 
of requiring that Actor A (politics) and Actor B (neutrons) must be medi-
ated by Actor C (Frédéric Joliot- Curie), since the same question will arise 
of how C touches either A or B, and in this way the problem is just pushed 
back another step further. The second problem is the need to determine the 
link between an entity at time T and at time T1 without resorting to conve-
nient but empty stipulations such as those of “appetite” or “conatus.” But in 
this case, unlike the first, the problem seems not worth solving, since it 
should never have arisen at all. Namely, Whitehead’s “appetite” appears on 
the scene only because he himself has imprisoned his actual entities in a 
single concrete instant, and “appetite” is then pulled from a hat as a means 
of escape from that instant.

The point is that there was never any need to imprison entities in an in-
stant at all. That would be necessary only if, like Whitehead, one were com-
mitted to attacking the Aristotelian model of substance that endures 
through a variety of changes in quality, accident, and relation. Unless there 
is such an underlying substance existing as a surplus outside the current 
state of the world, there is no reason why that state would ever change. In 
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other words, if everything were completely determined by its prehensions 
of all other entities in the world, all entities ought to be thoroughly ex-
hausted by their current relations. They would harbor no residue crying for 
the right to assert itself beyond the current state of the world; there would 
be no cause for rebellion or uprising among things. Harman would inter-
nally contain the determination “sitting on a brown couch typing on a Mac-
Book,” and if that is what Harman is, then that is what he is, and he can never 
be elsewhere. In a world of exhaustive deployment such as that of Whitehead 
and Latour, we cannot preserve any possibility of transformation with words 
such as “appetite” or “conatus.” Nor are “subjective form” or “subjective aim” 
any help in escaping relationism. Once the entity has been defined in terms 
of its prehensions, once any excess of “vacuous actuality” has been mocked, 
it does no good to stipulate that entities also have some magical urge or drive 
or freedom that saves them from the relationist trap. For if this extrarela-
tional concession has to be made at the end of the argument, then we might 
ask why it was not simply conceded at the beginning. And if that had been 
done, then entities could never have been analyzed into their prehensions in 
the first place, and the old concept of substance would have seemed much 
more redeemable than Whitehead wished to believe.

What we need, in fact, is a new antiprocess philosophy. We need a re-
newed philosophy of self- contained entities that may not be “static,” but 
whose dynamism must be explained via the ontological principle and the 
interaction between actual things, rather than presupposed in the gratu-
itous concept of “appetite.” We need entities that are not thoroughly rela-
tional but are so much themselves that they cannot automatically commu-
nicate with one another, so that their communication is a puzzle to be 
solved locally. As a name for this alternative school, I propose School Z. 
With this name we pay passing tribute to Xavier Zubíri,25 the most uncom-
promising defender of nonrelational entities in post- Heideggerian philoso-
phy. What we need, cutting against the grain of our era, is a philosophy 
that does not worship process, becoming, or relation.
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Whitehead’s Curse?
James Williams

And I may say in passing that no educational system  
is possible unless every question directly asked of  

a pupil at any examination is either framed or modified  
by the actual teacher of that pupil in that subject.

— Alfred North Whitehead,  
The Aims of Education and Other Essays

The Gift

I will call it Whitehead’s gift. In truth, I do not know who delivered it 
to the class. The contraption appeared one day in the science corner, per-
haps another hare brained initiative by the overambitious deputy. But 
once the time machine began to operate, it became possible to teach ac-
cording to Whitehead’s ideals. Each pupil chose a destination suited to his 
or her favorite lesson. We devised experiments to test during the voyage. 
The subsequent lesson lived from the excitement of what we discovered 
through those one- way windows in our invisibility- cloaked machine: a di-
nosaur succumbing to fumes in a deep swamp; Roman galleys crossing 
the Channel; Washington leading his troops; Gandhi urging nonviolence; 
the final preparations for an Apollo mission; joy around the Berlin wall; 
celebrations for the end of British rule in Hong Kong; bird species on the 
Galapagos. Some choices were of course ill- judged and had to be either 
curtailed or vetoed: Vesuvius erupting over Pompeii; the bombing of Cov-
entry and Dresden. The thrill offered by second choices quickly made up 
for initial disappointment.

In his work on the rhythms of education, Whitehead calls the excite-
ment of discovery the “Stage of Romance.” Each pupil has a different po-
tential for this romance. As we shall see, there is always great resistance to 
doctrines of equal capacities in Whitehead’s work, since for him potential 
is different for each pupil, because each is a singular set of processes rather 
than a particular case of a general type: “But for all your stimulation and 
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guidance the creative impulse towards growth comes from within, and is 
intensely characteristic of the individual” (AE, 61). Once singular promise 
is unlocked, for instance, in witnessing the glory days of Rutherford’s Cav-
endish laboratory or peering over Woolf ’s shoulder as she allows a sentence 
to unfold, then each pupil is given a different romantic energy for other 
more arduous stages. Some initial knowledge must prepare for this excite-
ment and in return romance saves knowledge from a dusty and wasteful 
barrenness of bare fact, condemned by Whitehead: “Romantic emotion is 
essentially the excitement consequent on the transition from the bare facts 
to the first realisations of the import of their unexplored relationships” 
(AE, 28).

For Whitehead, bare facts without live application are a step on the way 
to inertness, a dynamic property that spreads through education systems, 
destroying their worth: “Education with inert ideas is not only useless: it is, 
above all things, harmful— Corruptio optimi, pessima. Except at rare inter-
vals of intellectual ferment, education in the past has been radically 
 infected with inert ideas” (AE, 2). Whitehead’s impressionistic yet wise 
historical approach informs his work on education, as does his related 
sense of the historical struggle between living vibrant processes and inert 
dying ones.1 This explains his selection of the metaphor of infection. Living 
processes are dynamic through the progress or retreat of infection and 
health. Like Derrida, in his work on infection and immunity for democra-
cies or religions, Whitehead denies purity to either movement: “The host is 
never immune from being scathed.”2 There is no health without infection 
and decay. There is no decay independent of health. Time machines and 
other innovations in education such as video or computers are thus neither 
mere tools for gaining attention or achieving shortcuts, nor technical ex-
pressions of an ideal form of learning. They are instead necessary moments 
of creative novelty and, as such, also subject to a necessary waning of their 
own, always on the edge of the next invention and excitement.

Even the processes of infection are double- edged, since infection can have 
a positive effect on later health. Thus, one of the highest values identified in 
university education by Whitehead is imagination, which is itself contagious: 
“Imagination is a contagious disease” (AE, 145).3 It is only through contact 
with teachers in the grip of an imagination virus that the students will 
themselves contract imagination. The rhythms of education and the duty 
to nurture romance hence apply as much to the teachers as to the taught. 
This is a lesson in the process of being lost in the recent drift to separation 
of teaching from research in university contracts and roles. Division is 
fostered and welcomed by administrators for ideological and financial 
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reasons— for instance, through the greater distinction of teaching and re-
search funding, and greater focus on specific projects and outcomes of re-
search funding over successive rounds of research assessment in the United 
Kingdom:

The binary divide between research active and research inactive staff and in-
stitutions in England has widened with a greater separation between teaching 
and research following the implementation of the Higher Education Act of 
2004. Those institutions and departments regarded as largely ‘research inac-
tive,’ as measured by a low output of publications in high quality peer- reviewed 
research journals, face the pressure of severe cuts in external funding.4

The process and rhythms of infection determine varied and often long 
time frames, so one of the profound aspects of Whitehead’s philosophy is 
its setting of organisms within history, itself defined according to the 
rhythms of short and long dynamic historical periods and cycles. For ex-
ample, given immense advances in biological research, it is a temptation to 
detach the organism from its history and from the history of its environ-
ment except where relevant to the development of the code. The genetic 
code can hence be seen as self- sufficient, or at least primary, in questions of 
health and disease. Against this lure, Whitehead is attuned to the deep 
connections between organic vibrancy and subsequent decay over many 
resonating historical ages, including in education: “In the history of educa-
tion, the most striking phenomenon is that schools of learning, which at 
one epoch are alive with a ferment of genius, in a succeeding generation 
exhibit merely pedantry and routine” (AE, 2).5 This is why the time ma-
chine felt such an apt device to bring Whitehead’s ideas into the future. 
Time travel, done well, is not only an exercise in retrieval and learning 
from the past. It is a lesson from the past about an ineluctable decay in each 
present. For those pupils it was also an instruction on how to counter this 
passing, thanks to their singular revaluation of the past.

Thus Whitehead echoes Hume, another philosopher dedicated to learn-
ing from history and seeing life as essentially historical, in using the Latin 
phrase “the corruption of the best for the worst” to capture the negative 
dynamism of some historical processes: “From the comparison of theism 
and idolatry, we may form some other observations, which will also con-
firm the vulgar observation that the corruption of the best things gives rise 
to the worst.” 6 In bare facts, the will to learn of youth is wasted. Worse than 
this, though, because all events occur in dynamic systems, this waste con-
tributes to further negative energy and even more destruction of potential 
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growth and enjoyment— a destruction Whitehead calls “evil.” Following 
from the inevitable mix of health and corruption, evil is relative. The judg-
ment of evil can hence be ascribed to an apparent good, if later potential is 
destroyed: “This evil path is represented by a book or a set of lectures which 
will practically enable the student to learn by heart all the questions likely 
to be asked at the next external examination” (AE, 7).

The contemporary success of hand- outs and aide- memoires, of lecture 
notes and slide- show presentations, of online tutorials and fact- sheets, re-
peated by students to the relief of teachers rewarded with high feedback 
marks and external assessment, is then partly an illusory good when 
viewed from Whitehead’s philosophy of education. These small victories 
are defeats over time, because they will be undone by the rapid fading of 
memory allied to the failure of life and history to repeat or to conform 
to exact learning: “Whatever be the detail with which you cram your 
student, the chance of his meeting in after- life exactly that detail is al-
most infinitesimal; and if he does meet it, he will probably have forgot-
ten what you taught him about it” (AE, 41– 42). So no matter how great 
your technical tools, even those permitting jumps through time, if assess-
ment remains anchored to bare repetition, then Whitehead’s lessons on 
rhythm and romance will have been betrayed. It is not about the technique, 
or the experience, but about the later event of reanimation of learning in 
novel situations.

In place of this detail, Whitehead emphasizes the learning of principles. 
Again, there is a Humean and Deleuzian bent to this definition and use of 
principles. A principle is a contracted habit of mind: “A principle which has 
thoroughly soaked into you is rather a mental habit than a formal state-
ment. It becomes the way the mind reacts to the appropriate stimulus in the 
form of illustrative circumstances” (AE, 42). There is an important symbio-
sis of principles, knowledge, and the romance of practical encounters, be-
cause for Whitehead the acquisition and even application of principles 
and knowledge become unconscious and habitual.7 Principles and lasting 
knowledge therefore depend on intense and engaged practical experience: 
“But the growth of knowledge becomes progressively unconscious, as being 
an incident derived from some active adventure of thought” (AE, 59). Prin-
ciples formed through habitual contraction prepare us for the unforeseen, 
for the event. This is a double process since in order to form principles below 
or within conscious assimilation, the learning has itself to be an event— that 
is, a novel experience demanding activity and transformation alongside this 
derived unconscious preparation.
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In this role of preparation through the unconscious, we can see the skill 
of divination and the demands of risk and experimentation in learning 
through principles. Were the time machine only used to reinforce factual 
recollection, then the unconscious and risk would play but minor parts as-
sociated with mistakes. You took them to the wrong battle. The exam failed 
to ask a question about that slightly shocking scene with Cleopatra. How-
ever, when shaping pupils for tests by the unknown, by the novel event, the 
selection of principle and preparatory event is subject to unavoidable chance 
and, sometimes, disaster. You might have selected travel through peaceful 
realms, for a class that would know another world war. Or maybe this was 
the right test, where only exposure to past efforts for peace could prepare 
pupils to try for a new peaceful event amidst conflict and hatred.

It is this adventure that Whitehead’s gift brought to the classroom. Care-
ful preparation could then be secured and challenged through exploration 
and encounter: “Ideas, facts, relationships, stories, histories, possibilities, 
artistry in words, in sounds, in form and in colour, crowd into the child’s 
life, stir his feelings, excite his appreciation, and incite his impulses to kin-
dred activities” (AE, 34). It had to be a sensual physical gift, not necessarily 
one devoid of words, but one where the senses played an essential part in 
infusing ideas with sensual urgency and relevance, against what White-
head called the danger of recondite knowledge in mathematical education: 
“The science as presented to young pupils must lose its aspect of recondite-
ness. It must, on the face of it, deal directly and simply with a few general 
ideas of far- reaching importance” (AE, 119). “Recondite” does not mean 
difficult here. It means detached from relevance and urgency: “By this word 
I do not mean difficulty, but that the ideas involved are of highly special ap-
plication, and rarely influence thought” (AE, 117). The gift would have been 
wasted, then, had we traveled merely for distraction or escapism. Each ad-
venture needed to bring us back to a novel reflection on pressing modern 
problems.

A Radical Education

It could be claimed that our age has learned Whitehead’s lessons 
about romance well. The best modern curricula pay close attention to group 
and individual learning through engaged experiences and activities, ren-
dering knowledge live and even imparting it in live situations, as opposed 
to rote learning. For instance, active participation in lectures and laborato-
ries has become a standard recommendation, if not always a fact on the 
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ground, for science teaching at the university level: “Scientific teaching in-
volves active learning strategies to engage students in the process of sci-
ence and teaching methods that have been systematically tested and shown 
to reach diverse students.”8 Of course this standard is not universally up-
held, and, even where the curriculum advocates romance, this is often coun-
tered through other pressures and doctrines, for instance with regard to uni-
versal examination of pupils and objective- based monitoring of teachers and 
schools, or through the “ultimate” goal of economic growth as set by narrow 
and dogmatic views about which disciplines and practices benefit growth, 
competitiveness, and well- being.

Against all these dampers to romance, Whitehead is much more radical 
than modern orthodoxy. As shown in the chapter epigraph above, he is op-
posed to general examinations and returns assessment to individual teach-
ers, who must in turn bend it to individual pupils: “every question directly 
asked of a pupil at any examination is either framed or modified by the 
actual teacher of that pupil in that subject.” This is the language of a radical 
progressive, a believer not only in the singular promise of each pupil (“that 
pupil”) but also in the singular capacity and judgment of each teacher (“the 
actual teacher”). Yet he is even more radical than shown in this attention to 
individual pupils and educators. He is radical about each teaching and as-
sessment event: “every question . . . is either framed or modified.”

In later works such as Adventures of Ideas and Process and Reality, 
Whitehead will define an event as a nexus of actual occasions (AI, 201; PR, 
73). The event is a relation and sometimes a very distant one. It is also a 
feeling and oneness, with a given date, yet it is open to connection to other 
events in another nexus. This feeling and relation through a mutual trans-
formation in a singular situation, as opposed to any abstract universal or 
general concept, is at the core of Whitehead’s description of learning and 
teaching. It is also at the core of his educational principles, because the 
event is essentially singular yet also essentially a relation. This, then, condi-
tions education in all its manifestations because general concepts cannot 
be applied alone legitimately without running counter to the singular na-
ture of each event, not only at the point of learning, but also at the points of 
testing and application. Moreover, since each event is a relation and pro-
cess with no final boundaries, there are no final legitimate barriers or dis-
tinctions to be drawn once and for all on the basis of abstract generalizing 
theory. This applies not only to history, for instance, against the notion of a 
pure golden age, or perfect state of education in a given epoch. It also ap-
plies to subjects, where Whitehead’s philosophy of education stresses the 
interrelation of subjects in learning events.
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Each event, each encounter of teacher and pupil, is a difficult challenge 
with no simple solutions or straightforward prescriptions or guidelines. 
This explains his appeal to a novel definition of principles as unconscious 
and habitual, and hence individual, due to differences in individual circum-
stances, potential, and habit- forming patterns and events. It also explains 
why the application of those principles must itself involve romance and ad-
venture, because that unconscious work of principles and ideas needs expe-
rienced intensity for its release.9 The rhythms of education form a circle and 
not a ladder. Each stage must be present in all the others. Whitehead there-
fore appeals to individual and necessarily imperfect teaching, balancing ex-
citing initiative and dulling training, as a response to ineluctable difficulty: 
“It is not a theoretical necessity, but arises because perfect tact is unattain-
able in the treatment of each individual case. In the past the methods em-
ployed assassinated interest; we are discussing how to reduce the evil to its 
smallest dimensions. I merely utter the warning that education is a difficult 
problem, to be solved by no one simple formula” (AE, 56).

Against the conclusion that this tact shows Whitehead pulling back from 
radical claims, it is very important to pay attention to Whitehead’s prose in 
the epigraph, and more generally in his more accessible writings, whose 
conversational and humorous style can lure the reader into an impression 
of slightly forced common sense or wisdom. The underlying philosophy be-
lies these impressions. It is as original as it is extreme. He does not view the 
matter of education as a choice between educational systems and forms of 
assessment, but instead makes the much more sweeping point— the almost 
nonsensical one— that “no education system is possible” unless it follows his 
position on assessment. Yet, there have been and are still education systems 
based on standardized national and international tests, as well as national 
and international league tables based on these tests.10 Such general testing, 
standardization, and ranking is in fact the norm rather than the exception. 
Indeed, Whitehead was writing against such forms of assessment at the 
same time that he was denying their possibility. How can such an extreme 
contradictory and counterempirical claim be defended? Is this not a rhe-
torical misuse of “possible,” and by a philosopher to boot?

The answer to this puzzle is in Whitehead’s feel for dynamic processes 
over time. His deep thesis is that there is no deep and lasting learning 
where teaching lacks romantic adventure, tailored to individual pupils.11 It 
is also that there is no such teaching where assessment destroys the ambi-
tion and practice of singular attention to the thrill of discovery in practice. 
Finally, it is that each event plays a part in this dynamic struggle and un-
folding. Education, indeed any process, is a continuous process affecting 
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and affected by all events. There are no independent discrete parts. There is 
no legitimate compartmentalization of, say, learning and assessment, or as-
sessment and development, or development and well- being, or well- being 
and social and economic goods.

This continuity is reflected in Whitehead’s doctrine of rhythm, which 
defines rhythmic movement in terms of manifold scales and stretches.12 
There are therefore many interrelated rhythms, interacting with one an-
other and forming complex patterns of dynamic growth based on emerg-
ing differences:

Life is essentially periodic. It comprises daily periods, with their alternations 
of work and play, of activity and of sleep, and seasonal periods, which dictate 
our terms and our holidays; and it is also composed of well- marked yearly pe-
riods. These are the gross obvious periods which no one can overlook. There 
are also subtler periods of mental growth, with their cyclic recurrences, yet 
always different as we pass from cycle to cycle, though the subordinate stages 
are reproduced in each cycle. That is why I have chosen the term ‘rhythmic,’ 
as  meaning essentially the conveyance of difference within a framework of 
repetition. (AE, 27)

The role of singular difference and variation over cycles is of course remi-
niscent of Leibniz’s Monadology and Vico’s New Science. It is also a fore-
runner to Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition and of his study of Leibniz in 
The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque. Closer to Whitehead in epoch and ex-
plicit commitment to the analysis of rhythms, there is also Bachelard (and 
then Lefèbrve) and Bachelard’s interest in Pinheiro dos Santos’s work on 
rhythm.13

It would be false to conclude from the disparity between contemporary 
economic and social erosion of living rhythms and Whitehead’s insistence 
on the importance of lived rhythm that Whitehead is somehow behind the 
times or, worse, reactionary. On the contrary, his concern with rhythm 
and more widely with progress in and through education is explicitly 
aimed at modernity and at the roles of science and technology in the mod-
ern world: “The key to modern mentality is the continued advance of 
 science with the consequential shift of ideas and progress of technology” 
(AE, 112). So when he defends the continued teaching of Latin or when he 
argues for the importance of the arts in education, it is not a nostalgic ar-
gument or a claim to superior values, but rather to their importance for 
scientific and technological education and for the advancement of techno-
logical and scientific societies: “The antithesis between a technical and a 
liberal education is fallacious. There can be no adequate technical educa-
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tion which is not liberal, and no liberal education which is not technical: 
that is, no education that does not impart both technique and intellectual 
vision” (AE, 74).

The value of art and literature is twofold.14 On the one hand, they com-
plete and intensify our relation to the world around us. So though science 
has its romance and imaginative passions, these are completed by the way 
in which the arts enrich and deepen our senses in relation to the world 
around us: “Art exists that we may know the deliverance of our senses as 
good. It heightens the sense- world” (AE, 74). Literature completes a scientific 
approach to language by sharpening our senses around language and allow-
ing for greater “aesthetic appreciation,” not for some abstract reason but be-
cause this will allow for the “successful employment of language” (AE, 75).15 
More broadly, Whitehead associates this development of the senses and of 
appreciation through the idea of “vision.”

This idea of vision must not be confused with a current managerial use 
of the term, where it is identified with an aim (the vision of this university is 
to be an international leader in biotechnology). Vision is instead a faculty 
associated with imagination and the senses, beyond specific outcomes and 
aims. Vision, then, is an ability to sense what is not directly at stake in an 
activity and not directly at hand. It is a cultivated capacity to imagine and 
feel the dynamic and emotional promise and threats around an activity. It 
is a form of foresight rather than sight- setting: “Art and literature have not 
merely an indirect effect on the main energies of life. Directly, they give 
vision. The world spreads wide beyond the deliverances of material sense, 
with subtleties of reaction and with pulses of emotion. Vision is the neces-
sary antecedent to control and to direction” (AE, 91). This antecedence is 
what is missed when, for instance, managers define vision as an imagined 
final state. Vision occurs prior to this and stands in a critical relation to it.

On the other hand, the arts and literature matter for moral reasons, 
which are in turn defended for their moral and practical worth. Work and 
the management of work require a counter to their tendency to drudgery 
and exploitation: “the essential idea remains, that work should be transfused 
with intellectual and moral vision and thereby turned into a joy, triumphing 
over its weariness and its pain” (AE, 68). For Whitehead, this moral vision 
follows only from a passionate experience of the arts and of literature.

The moral side to education culminates in religious education, which 
can have a secular bent given his emphasis on definitions of the principles 
of religious education free of theistic references— though these can easily 
be retraced, for instance to God, through eternity and the whole amplitude 
of time in the following passage.16 The principles of “duty” and “reverence” 
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stress our responsibility for the world and others, all of the world, over 
the whole of time, for all others: “Duty arises from our potential control 
over the course of events . . . and the foundation of reverence is this per-
ception, that the present holds within itself the complete sum of exis-
tence, backwards and forwards, that whole amplitude of time, which is 
eternity” (AE, 23). In this highest stage, though not necessarily the most 
important one, since rhythm assigns import to all stages through their 
intertwined relations, we see Whitehead’s radical demands and principles 
at their most extensive, but also most burdensome. Education carries the 
whole of time in each of its events.

The Curse?

The gift was a curse. Perhaps the deputy knew the exam results would 
ruin my career. Few of my pupils did as well at the exams as expected, de-
spite their newfound enthusiasm and dedication. Rote learning fails the 
test of time, but deep learning and adventure fail fact- based questioning, 
just as Whitehead predicted. It was dangerous to adopt radical and innova-
tive methods within a system maintaining countermodes of assessment and 
evaluation. My innovations required a system capable of recognizing them 
rather than one that tested for shallower knowledge and facts the students 
sought to avoid.

Whitehead’s philosophy can be accused of idealism in failing to adjust 
pragmatically to the demands of established practices and demands. His 
insistence on the rhythms of education lures pupils and teachers into 
 patterns of learning that fail according to the systems already in place. For 
instance, these systems might require the comparison and assessment of 
schools and their students in ways inconsistent with his emphasis on indi-
vidual learning. The idealism would not simply be a dream of an unattain-
able future state. It would instead be idealism either with regard to the nature 
of the extent of the revolution needed to bring in a system consistent with 
the novel view of the rhythms of learning or with regard to the difficulty of 
gradually introducing a radical program.

The demands of Whitehead’s radical model are such that it seems either 
to call for a violently rapid root and branch change or for a slower set of 
steps that necessarily sacrifice a vanguard for future benefits. In both cases 
of idealism, the deep problem is of time and dialectics. The rhythm of edu-
cation, for all its complexity, does not seem to take account of the neces-
sary compromises and mediations required over time to bring in a radical 
rhythm- based system. Whitehead is very convincing in constructing an 
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ideal state of education, but his account looks as if it fails two practical de-
mands. His system appears not to explain how we can move between the 
old and the new state. His philosophy also seems to lack an understanding 
of the necessity of mediation between these states, where mediation or dia-
lectics remains conscious of the demands, validity and claims to truth, con-
tradictions and syntheses of all intermediate stages.

These worries and accusations can be dispelled, though, if we turn to 
Whitehead’s account of rhythm in education as depending on a profound 
reflection on time and practice. He frequently refers to time pressures in 
his essays on teaching. He also frames practice in relation to time. This is 
not only due to the concern with historical dynamics and cycles. That wide 
topic is underpinned by a more precise and detailed understanding of time 
on a smaller scale. This smaller scale determines the broader cycles of 
rhythm and history, though they determine it in different ways in return.

At the beginning of “The Rhythmic Claims of Freedom and Discipline” 
Whitehead reflects on the fading of Classical ideals in education in the 
shift from an education for wisdom to an education of subjects. But when 
we might have expected a full endorsement of this earlier ideal, Whitehead 
instead shows an awareness of the inevitability of these historical move-
ments. His aim is not in fact a return to an ideal but rather how best to 
foster a different one that comprehends the pressures and logical dialectic 
that wed early ideals to their replacement by more prosaic approaches. The 
problem is then not how to return to an earlier state or even to imagine a 
new one. It is rather how to combine ideas and practice with an awareness 
of their destructive but also productive calls on one another: “My point is 
that, at the Dawn of our European civilisation, men started with the full 
ideals which should inspire education, and that gradually our ideals have 
sunk to square with our practice” (AE, 45). Whitehead’s position is indi-
cated by his use of “inspire” here. He seeks guidance and inspiration from 
ideals and principles in a practical environment tending to decay if it loses 
this direction.

The key to this combination is in the role of time as a double- headed pres-
sure on practice. Shortness of time forces educationalists into ever more 
practical forms of education— for instance, when we emphasize specific 
knowledge or narrow disciplines for competitive economic reasons. Short-
ness is then not a comparative numerical property of time itself, where sixty 
minutes would be shorter than two hours. It is a property of the processes 
measured by time, where these processes tend to run out of time due to 
ever- increasing demands, such as making gains over others or the need to 
increase profits through productivity, even in education.
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However, time is always short, not only because we lack time relative to 
external factors, such as the necessary decline of competitive advantage, 
but because pupils are themselves a source of a shortness of time. In their 
case, though, the lack of time is about the inherent value of events in time. 
Time is short because events come and go. We need to strike at the right 
time. So shortness of time is measured in missed opportunities to enhance 
wisdom, deep learning, imagination, and excitement. There is certainly 
shortness of time in responding to a need to achieve a certain type of com-
parative national standard. There is a different and, for Whitehead, more 
important shortness of time when a stage of development is missed or dam-
aged. One type of shortness can be used to exacerbate or even excuse the 
other, as, for instance, when the curiosity and raw enthusiasm of youth is 
sacrificed to tedious reproduction.

The rhythms of education are not therefore solely historical, as in the 
decline and fall of systems, or solely natural, as in the life cycles of organ-
isms. They are also, and most importantly, in the rhythmic and dialectical 
interaction of both types of cycle such that the overall rhythm is neither 
fully constructed nor natural. Neither is it fully ideal or fully practical. Fi-
nally, it is neither fully cognitive nor fully sensual. Whitehead’s philosophy 
of education is deployed as a hybrid of types and of contradictory pres-
sures, based on a careful examination of the role of time across them.

There are two connected manifestations of this examination of time in 
Whitehead’s philosophy of education. On the one hand, he deploys distinc-
tions about processes in time as critical and interpretative tools. On the 
other, he tries to respond to them through positive principles for education 
caught in the contradictions, stresses, and opportunities defined by time 
and process. I want to bring the main body of this chapter to a close through 
close study of two short passages exhibiting these aspects of Whitehead’s 
thought. The point is not only to show the detail of his arguments and ideas, 
but to show the sources of his remarks on education beyond what some 
might see as his personal inclinations and intuitions.

Here is a case of the critical work on time and process in education. It 
brings together the attention to dynamic process we studied in the opening 
section of this chapter with the radical thresholds and critical points we 
presented in the second:

But when ideals have sunk to the level of practice, the result is stagnation. In 
particular, so long as we conceive intellectual education as merely consisting 
in the acquirement of mechanical mental aptitudes, and of formulated state-
ments of useful truths, there can be no progress; though there will be much 
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activity, amid aimless re- arrangement of syllabuses, in the fruitless endeavour 
to dodge the inevitable lack of time. (AE, 45– 46)

First of all, time here is not defined through movement, but in organic 
change: “sinking” and “stagnation,” where to “sink” is not merely to change 
position but to change in nature, to fade as ideal. Second, the radical hori-
zon of Whitehead’s approach appears in the critical divide determined by 
the demand for “progress” as distinguished from “activity.” The difficult 
and very deep opposition between two ways of thinking about shortness of 
time supports this distinction.

Activity is “fruitless” and “aimless” because it fails to respond to an 
inevitable lack of time, where lack is not a property of activity itself. In-
stead, to run short of time is the result of a process independent of the 
activity, such as the way in which pupils grow up through different stages 
or the way systems and societies enter periods of decadence. So shortness 
here does not indicate a clock running down on an act within a specified 
time period. It is rather that the activity is knowingly or unknowingly in 
a struggle with a changing organism that can either enhance or resist the 
activity.

The opposition between knowing and not knowing is central to White-
head’s work on education because he writes to make us aware of the rea-
sons for shortness of time so that we can alter our ways of learning and 
teaching to adapt to the proper rhythms of education. The problem with, 
for instance, “formulated statements of useful truths” is that they are igno-
rant of the necessary reasons for their redundancy over time. It is not that 
truths should not be taught; it is that the timing of that teaching must pay 
attention to a multitude of rhythms governing the how, when, which, and 
who of each teaching event: “I am pleading that we shall endeavour to 
weave in the learner’s mind a harmony of patterns, by co- ordinating the 
various elements of instruction into subordinate cycles each of intrinsic 
worth for the immediate apprehension of the pupil” (AE, 33).

This critical side to Whitehead’s work on time and education is comple-
mented by a series of important principles based on time. In my view, the 
most significant of these concerns the “insistence of the present.” Education 
is not about the preservation of past knowledge;  nor is it an aim at a future 
state of knowledge or ability. Rather, it is an attention to the specific de-
mands of the present: “I would only remark that the understanding which 
we want is an understanding of an insistent present. The only use of a 
knowledge of the past is to equip us for the present. No more deadly harm 
can be done to young minds than by depreciation of the present. The present 
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contains all that there is. It is holy ground, for it is the past, and it is the 
future” (AE, 3– 4).

This claim for the present allows us to understand Whitehead’s radical 
progressiveness better. It is radical not through a projected ideal, but through 
a pragmatic attention to the present as focus of the past and of the present. 
There is to be no sacrifice of the present for past values or for future out-
comes. The “insistence,” that is, the intensity of callings and of values— the 
decision points— must come from present events. This is no bland tautology 
such that a present act must take place in the present. It is the realization 
that the particular character of the present event as singular rhythmic col-
lecting of the past and of the future must condition our acts of learning and 
teaching. Preservation of the past, and every future objective, must stem 
from attention to an insistent present, to an intense potential so easy to fall 
short of if we do not open our sense to it.

Radical Enough?

When defending a progressive and liberal education, more so one as 
radical as Whitehead’s, a final criticism must be addressed. Does his at-
tention to individual pupils, teachers, classes, and schools, against general 
syllabuses and knowledge, not lead to a form of individualism incapable 
of registering the opportunities, fetters, conflicts, and deep injustices that 
appertain to social groups and classes over and above individuals? Does 
this incapacity make a liberal and progressive education concurrent with 
a liberal and capitalist education system, which, at its limit, in the de-
struction of centralized and egalitarian education, leads to an education 
market where the language of singular attention and multiple differences 
serves as a cover for the distribution of quality and access according to 
wealth?

Whitehead is well aware of these questions, and he provides some straight-
forward answers and some less conclusive indications.17 Straightforwardly, 
he is not opposed to general syllabuses and to viewing society and pupils as a 
whole, so long as individual rhythms and particular events are not disre-
garded. He is not advocating an atomization of education but rather a dialec-
tic between the singular and the general and, in his words, between individ-
ual “freedom” and general “discipline.”18 Equally straightforwardly, he is a 
strong critic of the sacrifice of education for greed and profit: “Desire for 
money will provide hard- fistedness and not enterprise” (AE, 69).

However, his argument against greed is moral and practical rather than 
based on social justice or a critique of capital: “There is one— and only 
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one— way to obtain these admirable results [men with inventive genius 
and employers alert in the development of new ideas]. It is by producing 
workmen, men of science, and employers who enjoy their work” (AE, 68). 
In Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead, Price reports him as setting this 
moral and practical role within the task of civilizing business or “to get busi-
ness men to civilize themselves.”19 It would be accurate for Marxists to see 
this position as opposed to collectivist education associated with political 
revolution. This opposition to revolutionary upheaval through progressive 
liberal reform is explicit in Whitehead’s works, for instance in his remarks 
on Marx and Das Kapital in Adventures of Ideas (AI, 35).

Whitehead’s aim is for careful reform towards “sympathetic co- operation” 
thanks to a fostering of a “Benedictine”20 joy in labor in order to avoid a “sav-
age upheaval” (AE, 68).21 The one universal here is the potential for enjoy-
ment. It can and should be released by education, but Whitehead does not 
see this potential as essentially limited by social and economic conditions 
assigned to groups and classes. The deep worry remains, though, that even if 
those conditions are not necessary fetters on the release of the potential of 
enjoyment in education, they remain practical ones with a social and politi-
cal dynamic as powerful or perhaps more powerful than the proper rhythms 
of education.
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T EN

Cutting Away from Smooth Space
Alfred North Whitehead’s Extensive  
Continuum in Parametric Software

Luciana Parisi

All mathematical notions have reference to processes of 
intermingling. The very notion of number refers to the process 

from the individual units to the compound group. The final 
number belongs to no one of the units; it characterizes the way  

in which the group unity has been attained. . . . There is  
no such thing as a mere static number. There are only  

numbers playing their parts in various processes conceived  
in abstraction from the world- process.

— Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought

According to Alfred N. Whitehead, there are no numbers without 
group, no unity without process. But as the quotation above also serves to 
illustrate, Whitehead believed that there are processes of another kind that 
do not correspond to the world- process (the actual world). Whitehead is 
specifically addressing mathematical abstractions. This essay instead will 
address the mode of abstraction involved in the computational processing 
of data and in particular in the use of parametric software in architectural 
design. It will argue that the computational power of parametric software 
does not simply involve the design of space according to given sets or geo-
metrical points, but also, and significantly for us, it relies on variables open 
to change in real time. Since these variables are not simply discrete units 
that represent points in space that are connected together, but are set to 
evolve in time, they have been said to be generative of space. Much contem-
porary debate on computational architecture has focused on notions of 
folding and topological evolution of forms, drawing on ontological prem-
ises of continuities and becoming.1 This essay instead argues that White-
head’s notion of the extensive continuum can help us to rethink parametric 
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design as offering a conception of space based on mereotopological rela-
tions between parts and wholes.

Before proceeding to explain the way parametricism and mereotopolo-
gy may oddly overlap and become the source of new speculations about the 
relation between discrete and the continuum, it may be useful to immedi-
ately clarify here these two key terms.

Within the field of digital design, parametricism refers to transforma-
tion of digital animation techniques from the mid- 1990 towards an in-
creasing malleability of data open to manipulation through scripting (use 
of computer code). The breaking down of geometrical figures, such as 
cubes, rectangles, spheres, and so on, into animate geometrical entities 
such as splines, nurbs, and the like, has led to spatio- temporal forms that 
become increasingly divided into an infinite number of variations (vol-
ume, dimensions, weight, scale, load pressure) and are interdependent and 
programmed to respond to external elements (such as urban traffic or 
weather variations) by means of adaptation. Instead of using design soft-
ware tools such as CAD (Computer Automated Design) to reproduce geo-
metric forms, parametric design starts with maintaining a dynamic link 
between evolving parameters and their use in form definition, enabling 
real- time continuous parameter space exploration through scripting. In 
short, parametric design points to an open mode of quantification of vari-
ables, whereby discrete parameters are not simply assembled together to 
produce a continuously changing form. Instead, these discrete elements 
are open to real- time updates thus including an infinite variety of code re-
visions within the computation of form. Parametricism therefore points 
not at a continual change of form but to a new understanding of the rela-
tion between whole— form— and parts— parameters.2

A specific articulation of the relation between wholes and parts is put 
forward by Whitehead’s use of the scientific notion of mereotopology, de-
rived from a combination of mereology (the analysis of parthood relations) 
and topology (the study of a self- connected whole undergoing continuous 
change). This notion became central to Whitehead‘s early attempts to 
characterize his ontology of events and explain their connection. As op-
posed to the primacy of a continuous becoming of form that would not 
account for the atomic nature of spatio- temporal actualities, Whitehead 
used mereotopology to explain how two events, parts (albeit complex and 
not individual parts), can share the region in which they are located by 
being co- located (by means of overlapping, conjunctions, line- to- line seg-
mentation) rather than dissolving their parthood relations into one con-
tinuous field.
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In the first part of this essay, I will focus on Whitehead’s understanding 
of the actual world as being fundamental to his notion of the extensive 
continuum. This notion, however, cannot be fully grasped without a closer 
engagement with his mereotopological schema, which explains the fractal 
relation between parts and wholes. This essay claims that this schema is 
fundamental to Whitehead’s metaphysics in its attempts at considering 
spatiality, measurement, division, discretization, finitude as an addition to 
time, temporality, duration, infinity, continuity. The second part of the 
essay will then address this schema as it offers to us an entry point into the 
conception of space that is at stake in the pervasiveness of the computa-
tional “abstraction from the world- process.” The case of parametric design 
in digital architecture will be used to discuss an abstract form of spatio- 
temporality that is at once discrete and continuous. I will also suggest that 
parametric architecture involves not simply the generative design of spatio- 
temporalities through the qualitative transformations of the architectural 
shape, but also reveals the persistence of parametric quantities, thereby dis-
closing how spatio- temporalities cannot be fused together. I argue that by 
programming relations between spatio- temporal parts and wholes, para-
metricism uses a mereotopological and not simply a topological mode of 
design. The essay will conclude by suggesting that parametric abstraction 
does then not simply reduce lived temporality to coded spatiality. Instead it 
points at the advance of algorithmic actuality, an automated mode of pre-
hending data defining a new form of digital spatio- temporality.

Discrete Infinities

For Whitehead, the actual world is composed of actual occasions. 
These actualities are grouped in events, which become the nexus of actual 
entities “inter- related in some determined fashion in one extensive quan-
tum” (PR, 73).3 Events therefore explain the togetherness of actualities, 
which Whitehead calls the “nexus.” But every nexus is a component part of 
another nexus. The latter emerges as an unalterable entity from the con-
crescence of its component elements, and it stands as a fact, possessed of a 
date and a location (cf. PR, 230). Whitehead points out that the individual 
particularity of an actual entity, and of each nexus of entities, is also inde-
pendent of its original percipient and thus “enjoys an objective immortali-
ty in the future beyond itself” (PR, 230). From this standpoint, Whitehead 
confutes the primary notions of space and time, and argues that only 
events, as nexuses of actual entities, are able to remain unrepeatable places 
with dates. In other words, actual entities are events because objects have 
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time and space, and yet as a nexus of entities, events go beyond this space 
and this time.

Whitehead’s metaphysics of events does not determine objects by ren-
dering them as the synthesis of the qualities that are projected onto them.4 
If, as Whitehead explains, each and any actual occasion is an assemblage 
of prehended data and prehending activities, then an assemblage is com-
posed of parts- objects, which constitute an enduring object that acquires 
an epochal singularity. This singularity— which might be referred to as 
eventfulness— cannot be repeated, because the objects that define this sin-
gularity are partial, contextual, historical actualities. At the same time, 
however, if an event is a nexus of actual objects, and not the result of pro-
jected qualities, it is because it corresponds to the eventuation of unprece-
dented qualities that go beyond the direct projection of the actual data. But 
is it possible here to understand relations to be both more than effects and 
less than the projections of a perceiving subject? How does Whitehead 
avoid equating relations with projections? In particular, can the notion of 
prehension sustain the reality of objects without reaffirming the subjective 
(and phenomenological) experience of objects?

According to Whitehead, prehensions are first of all mental and physi-
cal  modalities of relations by which objects take up and respond to one 
 another. As he puts it, “prehensions are concrete facts of relatedness” 
(PR, 23). Whitehead does not start with the substance of an object or with 
the perception that one has of it, but confers autonomy to an actual entity’s 
constitutive process of acquiring determination, completeness, and fini-
tude from indeterminate conditions (cf. PR, 45). Although for Whitehead, 
prehensions are external fact of relatedness, they are not mental projec-
tions, but rather conceptual and physical relations (cf. PR, 245). In other 
words, prehensions are not only concrete ideas, but also concrete facts. 
This means that the actual prehension of another actual object, or of its ele-
ments, changes the internal constitution (the mental and physical tenden-
cies) of the prehended actuality.5 From this standpoint, prehensions also 
account for how actual entities acquire determination or completeness 
from an indeterminate process of mental and physical contagions, or from 
the intrusions of elements from other actual entities. Whitehead calls this 
process a “concrescence of prehensions” (PR, 24– 26).

Actual entities, therefore, are not substances or indissoluble objects. On 
the contrary, they can become indivisible only once the concrescence of 
prehensions affords an actual object that then becomes the subjective form 
of the data prehended. This process of prehensions is thus a process of de-
termination, and what it determines is the actuality of data defined by the 
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concrescence of prehensions. This is why an actual occasion is not eternal, 
but rather an event. It happens and then perishes. It acquires a subjective 
form of the prehended data and at once reaches objective immortality: it 
becomes an indissoluble event in time. From this standpoint, actual occa-
sions are not effects of prehensions or mirrors of perceptions. On the con-
trary, they are led by their final cause to transform prehended data into a 
subjective form and into objective actuality (cf. PR, 19). The subjective 
form of the actual entity thus remains an objectified real potential that can 
be prehended anew by other actual entities. From this standpoint, the pro-
cess of prehension is not a relative mechanism by which no object can as 
such be defined autonomously; instead, this process explains how actual 
entities become events, and thereby new spatio- temporal objects on the ex-
tensive continuum (cf. PR, 64– 65).

Whitehead’s process metaphysics is concerned with how indivisible or 
discrete unities can exist in the infinity of relations with other events, or 
with other actual occasions. This metaphysics does not offer us the option 
of simply merging or separating abstract and actual objects, but rather ex-
plains how infinity, indetermination, and abstraction infect actualities. As 
Whitehead puts it, “The true philosophical question is, how can concrete 
fact exhibit entities abstract from itself and yet participated in by its own 
nature?” (PR, 20). Each and any bit of an actual occasion strives for its own 
individuation by selecting or making a decision about the infinite amount of 
data (the qualities and the quantities) inherited from past actual occasions, 
from contemporaneous entities, and from the pure potentials of eternal 
objects. Yet prehensions are always partial, since all actual objects at once 
select and exclude, evaluate and set in contrast all of the inherited data. In 
other words, prehensions do not at all coincide with a direct downloading 
of data on behalf of an entity, and do not constitute objects by projecting 
data onto them. If, according to Whitehead, actual prehensions are the 
conditions of space and time,6 and are the markers of events, it is because 
the indissoluble atomic architecture of each and any actual occasion is im-
bued with indetermination. Whitehead’s process metaphysics therefore 
suggests that events are a nexus of actual objects. These are unrepeatable 
events, and yet they remain incomplete, because their objectified real po-
tential can be prehended by any other actual entities and thus become other 
than it was.

From this standpoint, even if an actual object is what it is and cannot be 
another, it remains an unsubstantial entity. An actuality cannot therefore 
remain unchanged from the material corrosions of its parts; it cannot stop 
bursting into a sea of entropic chaos. Similarly, an actual object cannot 
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remain an eternal form (the form of the apple) that physically reenacts it-
self, and that self- reproduces itself, as does an autopoietic system. Instead, 
an actual occasion maintains its objective determination, involving the 
prehension of both actual and abstract data. To put it otherwise: actual 
objects are not simply dissolved into a seamless process of projections, but 
are instead forms of processes, forms of infinity.

Whitehead in fact rejects the idea that processes involve the continual 
variation of a self- modulating whole. There could be no process without 
forms of processes, without conceptual and physical objects prehending 
the infinity of actual and abstract data. According to Whitehead, a form of 
process precisely responds to the question: “How does importance for the 
finite require importance for the infinite?” (MT, 86). A form of process 
therefore explains how “each fully realized fact has an infinity of relations 
in the historical world and in the realm of form” (MT, 89). In other words, 
a form of process defines how an actual object reaches its completion and 
becomes individualized, and how infinite potentialities, or eternal objects, 
enter the actual spatio- temporality. A form of process explains how unex-
pected worlds become added to already existing objects. But this form does 
not correspond to the sum of objects and the accumulation of qualities and 
quantities of data. The concrescence of the universe involves the concres-
cence of actual worlds that are imbued with eternal objects. Actual objects 
could not become complete and there could be no event without the ca-
pacities of actual objects to fulfill the potential content of selected (or pre-
hended) eternal objects, through which actual qualities and quantities can 
become other than what they were.7

Whitehead’s metaphysics does not simply substitute empirical with 
transcendental causality, actualities with process, or facts with forms. In-
stead, it insists that there are at least two coexisting— and immanent— 
causes at work within an actual object: presentational immediacy and caus-
al efficacy. Whilst the former explains how prehensions are immediately 
taken by the present, causal efficacy refers to the reality of the past data 
that lurks in the background. If causal efficacy is “the sense of derivation 
from an immediate past, and of passage to an immediate future” (PR, 178), 
presentational immediacy, the sense- perception of things as they are pre-
sented here and now, is what is felt at the instant of prehending. Whitehead 
explains that the present locus is a datum for both modes of prehension: it 
is an object of direct prehension according to the cause of presentational 
immediacy, and an object of indirect prehension through causal efficacy. In 
other words, the double causality does not exclude the potential in favor of 
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the actual, and yet does not simply merge the two causes together through 
material empiricism or transcendent idealism.

The two causes are two ontologies of infinity: eternal objects correspond 
to the infinity of ideas, and actual objects deploy the infinity of matter. It is 
when an actual entity selects certain ideas that a nexus becomes an event, 
and another actual object is added onto the extensive continuum. As White-
head puts it, “For a continuum is divisible; so far as the contemporary world 
is divided by actual entities, it is not a continuum but is atomic” (PR, 62). In 
other words, for extension to become, it has to be interrupted, broken down, 
infinitely divided by the infinity of actual occasions selecting the infinite 
variations of infinities that are the eternal objects. Eternal objects, therefore, 
do not glue actual entities together, merging all individualities into one con-
tinual process. On the contrary, the extensive continuum as the general re-
lational element of actual occasions is defined by “the process of the becom-
ing of actuality into what in itself is merely potential” (PR, 72).

From this standpoint, the relation between eternal objects and actual en-
tities is not simply a matter of coevolution or structural coupling, as might 
for instance be claimed by an autopoietic approach establishing the revers-
ible correlation between the abstract and the concrete. Similarly, eternal ob-
jects do not generate actual occasions, but are instead “potentials for the 
process of becoming” of actual occasions (PR, 29). Eternal objects, there-
fore, are part and parcel of any actual entities, since the latter are precisely 
forms of process, and spatio- temporal structures of data. Eternal objects are 
intrinsic to actualities, no matter how small and how inorganic these latter 
might be.

Eternal objects are not the ideal continuity that link all actualities, but 
are indeed objects, despite being infinite varieties of infinities. Whitehead’s 
metaphysics thus offers us an original view of infinity, which does not cor-
respond to infinitesimal continuity between two objects, but which instead 
explains that eternal objects are discrete infinities nested within any nexus 
of actualities. It is this nesting and grappling of eternal objects inside spatio- 
temporal actualities that deploy the workings of a mereotopological sche-
ma, wherein actualities are hosts to an infinite number of infinities (without 
reaching an ultimate whole).

To reiterate: eternal objects are pure potential objects that are trans-
formed into a real potential in time and space. Inasmuch as actual entities 
are causes of themselves, so too are eternal objects causa sui. This also 
means that their eternality is not grounded in substance, spirit, or life. Sim-
ilarly, eternal infinities cannot be derived from finite actualities because 
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eternality is not flattened onto here with actual spatio- temporality. At the 
same time, however, eternal objects are not simply to be thought as univer-
sal qualities through which actualities relate. For Whitehead, eternal ob-
jects are ideas that are as real and as effective as any other physical thing. 
These ideas are at once discrete and infinite, since eternal objects are not 
equivalent to each other, but are instead defined by their own uncompress-
ible infinity. Each eternal object or each idea is therefore not simply differ-
ent from another. This is not simply a world of ideas: instead, each idea is 
constituted by infinite data that cannot be contained by a smaller entity. 
Eternal objects are incomputable infinities that cannot be compressed by 
actual quantifications (rational numbers). Instead, these nonactual worlds 
explain how deep connections of ideas occur between the most varied ob-
jects.8 This is why the relation between objects is not simply given by an 
ideal fusion, but rather implies a fractal architecture of actual entities (in-
divisible sets) imbued with eternal objects (infinite quantities), worlds be-
longing to irreducible orders of reality, magnitude, and complexity. Eternal 
objects, therefore, do not simply guarantee continuity between actual oc-
casions, because they are permanent unsynthesizable infinities that enter 
into, infect, and abduct actualities. Ultimately, eternal objects are not there 
to guarantee a continual flow or smooth connection between actualities. 
Instead they involve an irreversible contagion, an outburst in the continu-
ous flow of actual relations, which corresponds to the formation of new 
discrete infinities on the extensive continuum of actualities.

Extensive Abstraction

Whitehead’s notion of mereotopology9 will contribute towards ex-
plaining how the computation of spatio- temporal data now includes rela-
tions among wholes, parts, and parts of parts. This implies that computa-
tional forms of abstractions are not only set to design the becoming of 
continuity itself, but importantly, they are also exposing new forms of be-
coming. In other words, the question of computational abstraction is now 
as follows: How can that which relates to itself become? To put it crudely, 
computational abstraction is now concerned with production of events: 
with the nexus of spatio- temporalities as these become irreversibly infect-
ed with eternal objects.

But before explaining this form of computational abstraction in the con-
text of parametric design, it is important to clarify what is at stake in 
Whitehead’s notion of mereotopology vis- à- vis his conception of extension 
and of spatio- temporal relations. In particular, it is possible to suggest that 
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the notion of mereotopology, because of the relation between parts and 
parts and wholes, can also be seen to lie at the core of Whitehead’s notion 
of extensive continuum.

Whitehead used the notion of mereotopology to address the problem of 
abstraction and spatial measurement.10 He used a nonmetrical logic to de-
fine the relations between extended parts and wholes, starting from con-
crete actualities.11 Since all metrical relations involve measurement (and to 
measure or quantify involves a method of abstraction), Whitehead devel-
oped a new notion of extensive abstraction to problematize the general 
theory of relativity and the theory of measurement, which, he complained, 
seemingly collapsed physics and geometry into one another, ultimately ig-
noring the distinction between the abstract and the concrete.12

Whitehead used the notion of mereotopology to argue that space is 
composed of actual entities that connect. These entities are atomic occa-
sions and constitute discrete events, and according to Whitehead, they ex-
plain not continual becoming but the becoming of continuity itself. Zeno’s 
paradox of discrete units and infinitesimal divisibility is not addressed 
here through the Bergsonian metaphysics of a continual duration, or élan 
vital, where all quantity amounts to a difference in kind.13 Instead, the 
mereotopological relation between atomic spatio- temporality reveals that 
continuous connection is interrupted by actual regions and subregions of 
relation. According to Whitehead, Leibniz’s infinitesimal divisions could 
not define the reality of events on the plane of continuity (or the continual 
chain of cause and effect determining the sequential relations between ac-
tualities) because the distance between actualities could not be filled by the 
infinitesimal continuity of percepts and affects (cf. PR, 332– 33). On the con-
trary, the distance between actual entities had to be considered in its own 
right: as actualities of connection, overlapping, inclusion, juxtaposition, 
disjunction, and intersection defined by points and lines. In other words, 
according to Whitehead there are always actualities amid actualities.

If Bergson’s élan vital is a virtual continuum that is ceaselessly divided 
by perceptual selections or material actualities, Whitehead seems to claim 
that this correlation between one time (the topological invariant continu-
um of indiscernible, undifferentiated duration) to many spaces precludes 
any event from ever occurring on the extensive continuum of actualities. 
Similarly to Henri Poincaré’s view of an infinitesimal curving space or a 
topological continuum of uncut forms, Bergson was seeking a temporal 
invariant between events.14 From this standpoint, only virtual time (unco-
ordinated intensive time) can amodally link two causally connected actu-
alities (or parameters). Such virtual time is a real interval that exposes the 
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plenitude of cosmic time, and has no intrinsic measure except a continual 
variation of differential relations.

Whilst rejecting the idea that infinitesimals could be used to explain the 
relation between actualities, Whitehead also argues that these relations 
should be compared not to the infinite lines of the Euclidean parallel 
axiom, but rather to finite segments (cf. PR, 328). Each actual occasion is 
finite, and does not change or move. Actual entities are real potentialities, 
determined by what Whitehead called causal efficacy: the sequential order 
of data defined by the physical prehensions of past data from one entity to 
the next (cf. PR, 169). From this standpoint, continuity is explained by the 
connection between entities, which are not geometrical points, but rather 
“spatial regions” with semi- boundaries (e.g., volumes, lumps, spheres) (cf. 
PR, 63; 121– 25; 206). Hence, continuity is not given by the convergence of 
two parallel infinite lines touching infinity, but by the actual relation be-
tween spatio- temporal regions of objectified real potentialities (actual enti-
ties): slices of time, atomic durations.15 Instead of infinitesimally divisible 
points of perception and affection, Whitehead believes that there are an in-
finite number of actual entities between any two actualities, even between 
those that are nominally close together. This is why Whitehead rejects Ze-
no’s paradox of infinitesimal small points and argues that continuity is not 
a ground to start from, but something that has to be achieved as a result of 
the extensive connections of actual entities (cf. PR, 97– 97; 294).

In “The Relational Theory of Space”16 Whitehead explained his method of 
extensive abstraction as the interconnection of different levels and scales of 
actualities. With the concept of extension, as opposed to notions of absolute 
space,17 Whitehead claimed that relations were part of the concrete order of 
things. But how does a connection between actualities become a relational 
actuality, a blind spot or space- event? To answer this question, we need to 
delve deeper into Whitehead’s mereotopological schema. According to the 
latter, actualities, in the process of their formation, select eternal objects or 
pure potentialities. Through doing so, they cause the continuum of actuali-
ties (or the extensive continuum) to split into events: atomic occasions of 
experience that change the nature of the continuum itself. In other words, 
the continuum becomes other than it was each time actual entities pre-
hend eternal objects, the ingression of which corrupts their structure and 
organization. This is how actual entities become objects of contingency. As 
Whitehead specifies, “in the essence of each eternal object there stands an 
indeterminateness which expresses its indifferent patience for any mode of 
ingression into any actual occasion” (SMW, 171). Eternal objects are inter-
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nally determined by infinity, but are externally related to actual entities, as 
the latter’s indeterminate possibilities (cf. SMW, 160).

It may be important to specify here that eternal objects are not an undif-
ferentiated pool of qualities that are divided or spatialized by actual enti-
ties. On the contrary, it is important to rethink eternal objects in terms of 
discrete infinities, which do not define the external relation between actual 
entities in terms of infinitesimally smaller points of conjunction (e.g., Leib-
niz’s percepts and affects, Deleuze’s differential or intensive gap, or Berg-
son’s duration or virtual time). Eternal objects, therefore, are not temporal 
forms of relations, but are permanent and infinite quantities that are iso-
lated from their individual essences. They are relata in the uniform schema 
of relational essences, where each eternal object is located within all of its 
possible relationships (cf. SMW, 164). Whitehead explains that there is a 
uniform scheme of relationships between eternal objects, which is precise-
ly defined by the impossibility of reducing their infinite quantities by sub-
suming them under a smaller or integral cipher (i.e., the one, God, or being). 
Instead, eternal objects remain isolated from each other, embedded as they 
are in their own infinity. Nevertheless, whilst eternal objects are indiffer-
ent to the extensive continuum of actual entities, from whose standpoint 
eternal objects are pure indeterminacy, they nonetheless acquire an un-
precedented togetherness once they are included in an actual entity, and 
thus gain an individual essence— a certain quality of infinite quantities. 
This means that for any actual occasion “a,” there is a group of eternal ob-
jects, which are, as it were, the ingredients of that actual occasion. Since 
any given group of eternal objects may form the base of an abstractive hi-
erarchy of relation, there is an abstractive hierarchy associated with any 
actual occasion “a.” This associated hierarchy is “the shape, or pattern, or 
form, of the occasion, insofar as the occasion is constituted by what enters 
into full realization” (SMW, 170). This formal hierarchy thus defines the 
unity of eternal objects in actualities.

Despite the fact that the order of eternal objects, as pure relata, is not open 
to modification by spatio- temporal actualities, these objects are nonethe-
less part and parcel of the eventful becoming of such actualities. In par-
ticular, and insofar as these otherwise noncommunicating eternal objects 
are selected by actual entities to accomplish their “subjective aim,” they 
also acquire unrepeatable unity in actual entities. This unity reveals how 
eternal objects are also subjected to the irreversible formation of events (or 
nexuses of actualities) and, indeed, change within the order of actualities 
(where pure potentiality or indetermination becomes real or determinate 
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potentials). This also means that space- events are at once disjunctions of 
actual data and conjunctions of eternal objects.

According to Whitehead, eternal objects are internally related to each 
other only in terms of “a systematic mutual relatedness” wherein each eter-
nal object has a particular status in relation to other objects (SMW, 161). 
Therefore an eternal object “stands a determinateness as to the relationship 
of A [an eternal object] to other eternal objects” (SMW, 160). This determi-
nateness suggests that these objects are not fused into one continual eter-
nal form. On the contrary, they are eternal only because they are infinite. 
Yet they do not share the same kind of infinity. There is no equivalence 
between the status of an eternal object and another eternal object. Eternal 
objects are not externally related to each other but only to actual entities, 
which select them as they grow and change. However, eternal objects also 
explain the atomistic character of actual entities: their nonrecursive spatio- 
temporality, which constitutes a slice of duration. The relations between 
actual entities therefore neither correspond to a mechanical chain of cause 
and effect and nor can they simply be granted by a metaphysical continu-
um, a transcendental time described by the infinitesimal degrees of being. 
Instead, relations are spatio- temporal actualities, and define events as an 
irreversible disjunction within the order of actualities and a unilateral con-
junction of eternal objects. From this standpoint, the extensive continuum 
of actualities that determines their material ground of sequential connec-
tion and recursive calculations splits itself into thousands of quantities, the 
asymmetrical reassemblage of which becomes a nexus of actualities or a 
space- event. The extensive continuum is, to say it with Deleuze and Guat-
tari, schizophrenic.

Computational Quantities

Whitehead’s mereotopological schema can thus contribute to seeing 
the computational abstraction of concrete relations under this new light. I 
will now discuss how this mode of abstraction has become central to digi-
tal design, and in particular, to parametricism, which Patrick Schumacher 
has claimed to be the new global style for architecture and design.18 As an 
instance of computational abstraction of concrete relations, I argue that 
digital parameters need to be conceived in terms of actualities, spatio- 
temporal divisions that are forming a new algorithmic matrix. In particu-
lar, Whitehead’s mereotopological schema offers us an entry point into the 
increasingly smaller divisions or partitioning of time, a micro- quantification 
that is able to calculate the gap between one state and another, or the rela-
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tion between states. Whitehead’s mereotopology resolves the question of 
partitioning of continual temporality by suggesting that between states 
there are always an infinite number of actualities, actual regions and sub-
regions of actualities. With parametricism, the dynamic partitioning of 
the gap between points exposes the persistent function of parts and of the 
relations between parts, in which wholes are nothing more than parts that 
connect. These parts— in this case, parametric quantities in computational 
programming— are discrete entities that change values at different places 
according to different degrees of relations established by the program and 
the environmental input, due not only to their capacity to select data that 
come from the actual ground, but also to their capacity to be infected by 
data that they are not able to compute. As noted above, this aspect of para-
metricism can be explained through Whitehead’s notion of mereotopolo-
gy, because the relation between parts and parts and wholes can be seen to 
lie at the core of his notion of extension or extensive continuum.

Whitehead’s mereotopological schema rejected the Leibnizian infini-
tesimal series and questioned Bergson’s predilection for temporal continu-
ity by arguing that what connects points are actual entities on an extensive 
continuum. Whitehead’s mereotopological schema provides an apposite 
means of suggesting that there is no ontological or metaphysical equiva-
lence between computational abstraction and the world- process. Instead, 
Whitehead’s mereotopology also serves here to suggest that algorithmic pa-
rameters, like numbers, are dynamic agents playing their parts in the for-
mation of an algorithmic matrix of infinite spatio- temporalities. The latter 
are not representations of an actual world of data or of actual spatio- temporal 
experience that can never be fully quantified. Instead, the digital— and 
parametric— process of abstraction of physical data cannot but correspond 
to proliferation of algorithmic or parametric actual entities that cannot be 
fused with or incorporated by what we know of space and time.

At the core of the mereotopological view of the extensive continuum, 
there is a persistent nonreciprocal relation between parts and the whole, so 
that the continuous partitioning of the continuum on behalf of increas-
ingly smaller actualities imposes the view of a constant fractional matrix, 
never coinciding with its parts. To this end, mereotopology does not reject 
but insists on the significance of division and quantification in the produc-
tion of spatio- temporal actualities and new occasions of experience.

Whilst topological continuities are expressions of large assemblages, 
and these assemblages are able to incorporate discontinuous events into a 
stream of infinitesimal variations, mereotopology instead accounts for the 
unalterable encounter between parts and between parts and wholes. From 
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this standpoint, an algorithmic parameter is not only the transduction of 
physical qualities (such as the volume of a space, gravitational forces, the 
circulation of air, the movement of people, the shades of light, the sonic 
frequencies, electromagnetic vibrations, etc.) into finite quantities, but is 
an actual object itself. Furthermore, the relation between parameters is 
itself a spatio- temporal actuality that is not visible to the terms of the rela-
tion. This is because the abstract potential between parameters cannot be 
grasped at the level of sequential sets, but needs to be explained as the in-
finite quantities of abstract relations that infect and add novelty to the 
actual order of parameters. This means that topological continual relation 
is only one way of articulating the relation between parts and wholes. The 
mereotopological schema between eternal objects and actual entities of-
fers another way.

The dominance of topological approaches to explain the relations be-
tween parameters is demonstrated for instance by Lynn’s calculus- based 
architectural forms. Here it is that the qualitative relations of vectors con-
stitute space as a fluid environment of forces. Yet this insistence on the ca-
pacity of parametric design to account for the dynamic and infinitesimal 
relations between points, resulting into the proliferation of curving sur-
faces and morphogenetic forms, corresponds to the temporal design of 
space, where the capturing of movement defines digital architecture in 
terms of time. This anti- Euclidean proposition of space has led to the forma-
tion of “parametric urbanism” concerned with the inclusion of approxima-
tions and emergent qualities that cannot be exactly measured (i.e., approxi-
mations to a point) into planning. By conferring fluctuation and movement 
to the geometrical form as a whole, digital architecture has incorporated 
the qualitative dimension of the gap between points, the percepts and the 
affects, into the digital design of temporal space. The ingression of topologi-
cal connectedness between points has thus resulted in an automated process, 
whereby algorithms are constantly transducing temporal qualities— affects 
and percepts— into approximate quantities, thus developing an aesthetic of 
continual quantities of qualities.

The critique of computational modes of quantification contends that in-
stances of the latter (such as parametricism) are yet another form of mea-
suring the qualitative character of relation. Nevertheless, to argue that 
computation mainly entails a transduction of qualities into quantities (al-
beit approximate quantities) is to deny that quantities could ever be more 
than finite sets of instructions. Yet Whitehead’s mereotopological schema 
adds an abstract schema of infinite objects to the actual continuum, so that 
the infinite quantities cannot be discerned from qualities. Points of con-
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nection are not only finite parts that overlap: the process of overlapping 
includes the selection of abstract quantities that add a new quantitative 
character to parts that are already overlapped, and thus reveals the forma-
tion of a new actual entity. From this standpoint, I want to suggest that 
parametric relations are not only transductions of qualities into quanti-
ties. They are infected with abstract, non- denumerable quantities, or rath-
er eternal objects: discrete yet permanent infinities that add novel data to 
the relation between existing parametric processing. From a mereotopo-
logical point of view, each parametric extensive relation is hosting anoth-
er order of quantities that cannot be contained by the number of its actual 
members.

The topological model implies the permanent ground of movement from 
which events emerge qua events only when it becomes possible for actuali-
ties to jump out of the spatio- temporal grid into the infinity of virtual time. 
The mereotopological schema suggests instead that events are the cumula-
tive order of spatio- temporal actualities hosting an unrepeatable together-
ness of eternal objects. Therefore it is not the formal hierarchy of eternal 
objects that determine actual events. Instead, events are the result of the 
actual accumulation of physical data, the causal chain, which is interrupt-
ed by the irreversible ingress of eternal objects. These objects are not sim-
ply selected by actualities to manage orders of behavior or action, but are 
prehended for the pure chance or potentialities that these objects offer. Ac-
tualities therefore do not simply operate a probabilistic calculation about 
which eternal object to select. On the contrary, the selection for nonactual 
ideas involves the ingression of chance into what has happened, what may 
happen, and what could have happened. This is how contingency becomes 
intrinsic to the formal architecture of eternal objects: a process by which 
existing relations can change and fashion themselves anew. This means 
that the indeterminacy of eternal objects is prehended like the irreversible 
reality of chance; they offer pure potentialities, and thereby determine the 
atomic (and eventful) character of actual relations.19

If the topology of parametric design implies the continuous calculation 
of variables, Whitehead’s mereotopology, by contrast, always subtracts ac-
tual events from overall continuity. Mereotopology therefore suggests that 
underneath continual morphogenesis there lies a space of random quanti-
ties or infinite numbers that cannot be counted as such. These are the black 
holes that are inherent within probability and statistical calculation and 
that remark the occurrence of an infinite variety of infinities immanent to 
the actual regions of a nexus of occasions. In parametric design, this 
space perforated with holes is defined by the intrusion of parasitic data, 
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the surplus of codes that are unable to be united under a morphogenetic 
continuity.

The parametric design of buildings, cities, environments, and objects 
does not simply involve the algebraic manipulation of physical data. In-
stead, the computational abstraction of the extensive continuum of actu-
alities (resulting in parametric relations) involves the addition of chance to 
actual relations. Parametric design thus confronts those discontinuous in-
finities constituting finite quantities. This discontinuity explains how the 
spatio- temporal continuum can become other to the actual relations that 
compose it. Here, the introduction of novel configurations of space is not 
derived from the continual variations of form, but from universes of infi-
nite quantities that abduct the actual relations of data, infecting any set of 
probabilities. If topological continuity involves qualitative transformations, 
mereotopological discontinuities expose the eruption of uncompressible 
quantities breaking through any smooth surface. Instead of criticizing 
computational abstraction as the mere (and reductive) measuring of quali-
ties, this essay suggests that parametric design deals with unsynthesizable 
orders of quantification (finite and infinite relations), and in consequence it 
cannot avoid becoming a channel for the proliferation of indetermination 
within the programming of extensive relations.

Whitehead’s mereotopological schema of parts and wholes thus offers 
another view of the computation of relations that lies at the heart of digital 
design, and of parametricism in particular. The relational space of data pro-
cessing is defined by the actuality of the relation, whereby the sequential 
order of actualities is infected with abstract objects, the indeterminate real-
ity of which adds new character to existing patterns of actual relations. This 
is not to say, however, that contingent physics is ontologically grounded in 
the order of eternal geometry.

Mereotopology exposes parametricism to the indeterminate, contingent 
infinities of urban programming, where abstract quantities add a new level 
of determination to parametric relations. From the standpoint of mereoto-
pology, these infinite quantities are parts that connect or disconnect with the 
processing of sequential parameters (considered as a whole). At the same 
time, this whole processing can also be a part that connects to another. Parts 
therefore are not the components of a whole, but remain random objects 
that have the power to change the extant order of actualities.

Following the logic of cause and effect, the relation between parametric 
data involves a movement from past spatio- temporalities to those of the 
present and future, all of which are restricted by the physical level of para-
metric design. Here extension, as Whitehead reminds us, is not the realm 
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of measure, but “the most general scheme of real potentiality” (PR, 67), 
since “all actual occasions are internally and externally extensive,”20 and 
are related by means of extension— or, in this case, by parametric quanti-
ties, which are veritable actualities amidst the others.

For instance, multi- agent systems,21 such as BDI (Belief- Desire- Intention) 
agents,22 are probability models that operate not through pattern recogni-
tion (or according to the connectionism of neural networks), but by devel-
oping tendencies and attitudes that lead to thought- actions. Multi- agent 
systems are not only informed and generated by the interaction between 
agents and by their local capacities to learn and adapt, but are able to evolve 
certain inclinations instead of others. These systems can be conceived as 
forming a nexus of actual entities,23 and as thereby crafting new possibili-
ties of actual relations. Multi- agent systems are able to prehend24 (to bor-
row a term from Whitehead), select, and reactivate variable quantities 
(changeable and evolving parametric relations) derived from past and si-
multaneous parameters. In short, multi- agent systems are finite entities 
composed by the prehensions of both their internal relations (defined, for 
instance, by the evolving dynamics of genetic algorithms using past data to 
reengender information) and their external connections, which determine 
the extensive relationship between parameters. Multi- agent systems are 
therefore proactive entities that select and rearrange their internal rela-
tions and acquire a subjective unity (a subjective form in Whitehead’s terms) 
by which they can ingress the world’s external relations by prehending 
other elements and entities. It is precisely this process of prehension, selec-
tion, activation, and assemblage of data that links Whitehead’s mereotopo-
logical schema of extensive relations to parametric urbanism.

Multi- agent systems for instance point out that endorelations within 
systems already enjoy a series of external relations of variables. Here a vari-
able becomes part of another cluster of variables, which in turn changes 
the pack of variables it originated from. In other words, parametric design 
exposes how endorelations within sets of variables and series of exorela-
tions are faced with irreducible subvariables, which are those irreducible 
parts that can be detached from the computational design of the whole. 
Therefore, if we take the relation between a set of parameters A and a set of 
parameters B, the subsets of A and B are not simply fused in the relation C, 
but become a new object: a new parametric set equipped with new tenden-
cies, singularities, and powers proper to C. C is not simply the link between 
relata, but becomes a set of data itself, autonomously establishing new con-
ditions of possibilities not only for C but also for the autonomous subsets of 
A and B. This is why the coming of C does not mark the disappearance of 
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the A and B subsets, but the extension of their real potentialities in C. If the 
individual and autonomous subsets of A and B become part of C, because 
their potential tendencies exceed the local connection between A and B, 
they are however not neutralized in the whole object C, but retain their 
unaltered indivisible singularity (or subatomicity). It is however important 
to bear in mind that according to Whitehead, actual entities— the regions 
and subregions of A and B— do not endure forever. These entities must 
exhaust their own set of relations, reach completeness or satisfaction, and 
thus perish in order for C to become objective data for another set of 
variables— just as C inherited objectified data and the real potentialities of 
relations from A and B.

Similarly, the parametric software adaptive structure corresponds to 
the physical, extensive connection between actual entities, the fusion 
and integration of parts into wholes. But, this is only the topological 
level of parametric design. However, a mereotopological reading will 
have to include another level of relationality, the overlapping and inter-
section of subatomic parts by means of other parts (mereology). In other 
words, the relation between the distinct planes of actuality implies not 
their merging but rather their simultaneity as revealed by the actual re-
gions and subregions of intersection, that is, the actuality of the relation 
itself.

It could be argued that parametric design involves at least two modes of 
potentialities that define each and any level of actuality. These modes cor-
respond to Whitehead’s distinction between the real potential of each ac-
tual entity to become the datum of another and the pure potentials (or 
eternal objects) that enter actual occasions at many points (PR, 23). From 
the standpoint of mereotopology these modes imply at least two orders of 
magnitude: the order of finite quantities and the order of infinite quanti-
ties. This is to say that Whitehead’s distinction between the real potential 
of actual entities and the pure potentials of eternal objects returns in para-
metric design as the automation of actual relations, as finite and infinite 
quantities.25 The computation of relations therefore reveals the presence of 
an alien spatio- temporal system that intersects the digital design of spatio- 
temporalities: the advance of space- events or new actual forms of infinite 
quantities as internal conditions of the parametric order. It is therefore 
possible to argue that there are computational events corresponding to the 
actuality of spatio- temporal systems that are irreducible to both the physi-
cal and the digital binarism of extension. In the next section, I will discuss 
the event in terms of automated prehensions and thus clarify what a com-
putational event— or nexus of actualities— can be.
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Automated Architecture

Drawing on Whitehead’s method of abstraction, it is possible to con-
sider parametric design in terms of an algorithmic process of prehension 
by which space and time are derived from the ordered world of parametric 
programming through the transmission of data from the past to the pres-
ent. From this standpoint, a programmed environment is entangled in a 
process of parametric prehension, whereby past data enter into a relation 
with the data of the present. This defines the arrival of novelty not as some-
thing that depends on the subjective impressions of interactive users, but 
rather as involving the parametric prehension of data— a prehension that 
derives its own regions and spatio- temporal extensions from already pro-
grammed sequences.

If parametric urbanism marks the programming of extensive relations, 
it truly involves the automation of prehensions, and thus a new level of de-
termination of space and time. In other words, digital urbanism is adding 
a new spatio- temporal system onto the extensive continuum of actualities. 
Parametric urbanism includes rules for selecting, contrasting, and adopt-
ing data from previous sets so as to calculate present and future quantities 
of relations. It thus entails that parameters can become calculative engines 
relying on their prehensive capacities to connect variables across different 
orders. This is not due to a free, unbounded power that parametric design 
has to generate change in architectural models (i.e., the generative evolution 
of genotypes forming infinite versions of the same shape). On the contrary, 
if parameters are not simply executors of commands, it is because they are 
prehensive operators nesting data within a set, selecting and transforming 
quantities, and establishing actual nexuses between parameters of various 
scales and dimensions.

Digital parameters therefore are automated modes of prehension insofar 
as they are also modes of decision- making that do not simply correspond 
to the binary states of 0s and 1s. On the contrary, parametric design now 
implies the computation of continual or topological relations, according to 
which relations have become objectified, datified as actual entities. Para-
metric design thus requires no preplanned modeling, but step- by- step pro-
cedures of decision- making, according to which the path of the sequence 
can be reordered in real- time. The prearranged order of parameters there-
fore remains open to counterdirections derived from the short- term power 
of decision acquired by automated relations in the process of computation. 
The computation of relations thus requires that preplanned decisions be-
come substituted by prehensive capacities of decision- making, which afford 



286 LUCIANA PARISI

the parametric system the freedom to establish unintended connections 
between parameters within the constrained conditions of sequential pro-
gramming.26 As Whitehead argued, freedom derives from the power of 
decision, which implies that an actual entity (a parameter or nexus of pa-
rameters in this case) reaches its final cause (or subjective form) by trans-
forming the data received into finite sets of rules. Actual entities can de-
cide the extent to which they can enter in a relational composition with 
other entities, and in doing so, they exercise a power of freedom or autono-
my. This means that not all sets of variables must enter into relation with 
all parameters encountered in the process, or that some changes in their 
arrangement are negligible and do not lead to a space- event. In other words, 
parametricism maintains no overall dictum according to which everything 
must be connected or kept in a constant state of change. Whilst it is true to 
say that there is no emptiness between parametric sets, there are at the same 
time indeterminate degrees of relatedness depending upon the actual pre-
hensions involved.

From this standpoint, one could argue that parametric urbanism may 
be conceived as a mode of programming extension that is driven by 
software- prehensive capacities of spatio- temporal division, and not by 
the topological invariant that gathers all spatio- temporalities into a con-
tinuous varying whole. The parametric automation of prehensions does 
not simply quantify urban qualities of relations, but is set to design the 
quantitative relation between parameters involving the selection of ab-
stract quantities in the construction of a soft urbanism.27 Thus the para-
metric programming of temporal and environmental changes— physical 
variables, such as humidity, temperature, wind, air circulation, the move-
ment of people, and so on— also involves the design of the causal efficacy of 
actual entities, the prehension of the physical data of the past that is inher-
ited by the present sequential processing of variables. Even when physical 
data are introduced into the program in real- time, it is still a matter of how 
these data from the past are prehended by parameters within the present. 
This is because the parametric programming of weather variables, for in-
stance, organizes the prehensions of spatio- temporal configurations pre-
cisely as the registering of change from one state to another. In short, I 
suggest that the programming of physical variables coincides with the au-
tomated prehension of variables, which result in the registering of change 
from the past to the present. On the other hand, however, parametric prob-
abilities are not mere representations of physical variables, but rather be-
come a present counteraction on the inherited past.
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Parametric design thus also implies the automation of both physical and 
conceptual prehensions through which data from the past is not simply 
inherited but transformed in the present. As such, conceptual prehensions 
define the mental pole of an actual entity (in our case, a parameter or a set 
of parameters) and its power of decision- making. This latter is informed by 
the selection of eternal objects, indeterminate quantities infiltrating the ar-
rangement of probabilities in the process of computation. Since parametric 
relations coincide with spatio- temporal forms of process, potentialities and 
possibilities built upon regions and subregions of relations, the sequential 
calculation of probabilities cannot but admit indeterminate quantities in a 
programmed sequence of rules. These quantities define the actuality of the 
relation not only in terms of temporality but also, and importantly accord-
ing to Whitehead’s mereotopological schema, as extension. The relation 
therefore corresponds to an invisible space split from point A and B and yet 
it explains how A and B can be simultaneous without becoming fused into 
one. The computation of relations therefore involves the constitution of a 
new actuality that is reducible neither to the combinatorial mode of digi-
tal parameters nor to the interaction of physical variables within digital 
programming.

From this standpoint, the mereotopological schema offers a strange un-
derstanding of parametricism, according to which the latter corresponds 
to the computational abstraction of relations showing that parameters 
themselves acquire actuality as they enter into a spatio- temporal nexus. 
These actualities can be understood here as computational space- events. 
Events, according to Whitehead, involve the capacity of any actual entity 
to select and become affected by pure data- objects (or eternal objects in 
Whitehead’s terminology), which define how the indeterminate becomes 
determinate in any actual entity.

Whitehead’s mereotopological schema implies that events come first. 
Events are the summation of actual entities in a nexus of actualities, which 
has been infected by an infinite variation of data that have come together 
for the first, unique, and unrepeatable space- time. From this standpoint, it 
is possible to contrast the topological view of parametricism, which as-
sumes that variations are to be derived from the relational or infinitesimal 
space of contingencies that lie outside the system (and are then programmed 
within the urban model, for instance), with the mereotopological insistence 
that parts, quantities, and discontinuities exist not only at the level of actu-
alities, but also at the general level of formality. This means that White-
head’s mereotopological schema forces us to revisit the computational 
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significance of formal hierarchies in relation to actual contingencies. Con-
tingencies are no longer to be conceived as external to the formal schema 
(i.e., as a mere factor of extrinsic force); instead, it is here argued that con-
tingency or chance are in fact internal to any formal processing— that they 
are parts of that formal process that nonetheless remain incompatible with 
the whole process. This means that patternless quantities— incalculable 
data— are the unconditional matrix of any logic of computation. As a re-
sult, they define the incomputable starting point of any mathematical, 
physical, or biological order, as well as of the order of culture.

From this standpoint, parametricism can be criticized not for being too 
abstract, but for not being abstract enough to accommodate the view that 
indetermination is to be found first of all at the level of formal computa-
tion, because it is there that parameters encounter the indeterminate con-
ditions (patternless data) for which they can become eventful. This idea of 
computational indetermination is based on the mathematical logic of ran-
domness (i.e., lack of structure), whereby “something is random if it can’t 
be compressed into a shorter description. In other words, there is no con-
cise theory that produces it.”28 This notion of randomness is strictly de-
rived from Gregory Chaitin’s algorithmic information theory, pointing at 
the centrality of infinite infinities or of incompleteness within axiomatics 
to show that randomness corresponds to the maximally unknowable data 
within computation. Since it is impossible to calculate the size of the small-
est program, as Turing and Gödel demonstrated, Chaitin concludes that 
computational logic implies a program- size complexity, whereby it is the 
program (the software, the theory, or formalism) and not just its applica-
tion that shows the existence of patternless infinities, which drive decision- 
making within any algorithmic set.

Similarly, I have not used the example of parametricism to claim that 
novelty in computation is to be derived from external factors, or for in-
stance from means of interaction between software and hardware, which 
supposedly explains, according to some designers, how digital urbanism 
can develop dynamic planning able to adapt to infrastructural variations. 
This is not what is argued here. Instead, my argument is driven by the pos-
sibility offered by the mereotopological schema of finding the conditions for 
novelty in the digital conception and programming of spatio- temporality. 
I  suggested that the discontinuous architecture of eternal objects corre-
sponds to the infinite varieties of infinities (whereby there is no ultimate 
plane to engulf them all) and not to the continuous variations of a whole 
(as represented by the topological model of continuous transformation of 
shapes). Eternal objects therefore are not just eternal qualities of objects, 
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such as the intensive qualification of a chair that constitutes chairness (the 
capacity of the chair to function as a seat). On the contrary, taking inspira-
tion from Whitehead’s mereotopological schema, I argue that eternal ob-
jects are infinite varieties of parts that acquire relational continuity only 
once they enter, are selected by, or infect actualities. Hence, a whole as a 
relational continuity is a discrete unity, a part that exists in this actual en-
tity and not in any other. In other words, a whole is neither smaller nor 
bigger than its parts but is split into parts that do not necessarily commu-
nicate with one another (i.e., they do not communicate by means of a prin-
ciple of sufficient reason).

This essay has perhaps forced an unnatural juxtaposition of the formal 
level of randomness (patternless data) with the formal schema of eternal 
objects. But this forcing is not arbitrary. It is simply a means of arguing for 
the underestimated significance of infinite varieties of quantities in the 
computational method of abstraction and in particular in the program-
ming of spatio- temporality in digital architecture. It is suggested here that 
the nonnegotiable power of random data (i.e., data that cannot be com-
pressed in an elegant theory, theorem, or program) is the very uncondi-
tional condition for a novel formalism of digital space that does not simply 
extend software to an interactive relation with hardware or with the physi-
cal environment. From this standpoint, mereotopological discontinuity is 
not conceived as an alternative to the topological transformation of space, 
which is ontologically grounded in relational continuity. If anything, the 
mereotopological schema of discontinuous data can help us to address the 
randomness of a computational event. The latter instead requires that in-
determinate data become decisional quantities in the cumulative process-
ing of nonequivalent actualities. These indeterminate data are not simply 
subsumed within an extant (albeit changing) process. Instead, they define 
spatio- temporal events, which arrive and perish, without constituting a 
continual surface of variation.

To put it in another way: the topological ontology of parametricism im-
plies that the event is programmed before it can happen, thus flattening 
novelty (or event) onto a topological matrix of continual coevolution, re-
ciprocal presupposition, or structural coupling. Yet against this, and whilst 
borrowing from Whitehead’s mereotopological schema of relation, it is 
possible to suggest that parts do not become a whole: instead, parts (e.g., 
eternal objects) are infinite infinites that join together and become a whole 
(the unity of eternal objects in actual entities) that itself remains a part (an 
actual entity) that connects to another (actual entity). This is also to say 
that if the topological aesthetics of parametricism harnesses events in its 
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own morphogenetic body, mereotopology reveals that the computational 
abstraction from the world implies the eventuation of new actualities, 
breaking spatio- temporalities that characterize the becoming of the exten-
sive continuum: the arrival of a new spatio- temporality out of sync with 
the entire system of relations qua smooth variations.

Against the metaphysics of the whole (Being, Time, or God), White-
head’s mereotopology suggests that the relations between actualities are 
to be explained by other spatio- temporal parts. Similarly, I propose that 
the critical reading of digital architecture cannot reduce computational 
abstractions to already programed and finite productions of spatio- 
temporalities. Instead, I claim that the digital parts are derived from the 
unconditional non- denumerable infinities or by the ontological power of 
randomness. Since digital architecture capitalizes on the capacity of rela-
tions to smooth edges and permeate boundaries, it seems important to en-
gage with the question of relationality itself in order to demystify the domi-
nant role that topological continuity has acquired in describing the ontology 
of extension. In particular, I argue that the insistence on the temporal qual-
ity of relations and thus the inclusion of real- time and contingent variations 
within planning through parametric software is being underdetermined by 
the infinite quantities that disrupt the order of parametric relations.

From this standpoint, parametricism (or the computational abstraction 
of relationality) is not simply another instance of the smooth environment 
of ubiquitous digitality. On the contrary, parametricism can instead be 
taken to suggest that the smooth surface of continuous variations is in fact 
exposed to computational interferences, blind spots, or space- events that 
cannot be compressed in finite quantities.

Events, therefore, do not grant continuity between entities, but on the 
contrary are the occasions for the discontinuous becoming of the continu-
al order of actualities. This explanation however only helps us to describe 
the actual level of novel spatio- temporality. Actual novelty instead does 
not come from nowhere, and does not exclusively concern the physical 
realm. Novelty must also be explained at the level of abstraction, or in our 
case computational abstraction. The mereotopological schema of eternal 
objects and actual entities proposed by Whitehead affords metaphysical 
support to what in information theory is increasingly becoming unavoid-
able: the presence of the randomness at the heart of formalism. This formal 
reality of randomness (the fact that non- computable data are now an ‘un-
known probability and not an impossibility for computational program-
ming) is here taken as the unconditional condition that makes any mode of 
computation (analog or digital) possible.
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This unconditional stance has to be found within the computational 
processing of algorithms, at the formal and axiomatic level. It is suggested 
here that random data can reveal a strange contingency within form, or 
indeterminate chance within programming. From this standpoint, ran-
domness interrupts the topological coevolution and interactive modes of 
continuous adaptation between the use of urban software and urban be-
havior. Far from establishing a continuous feedback or reversible function 
whereby software takes command over urban behavior or the latter acts 
back on the program, the sequential running of algorithms instead inevita-
bly confronts the infinite quantities of rules for each quality of behavior, 
which result in the proliferation of unprovable and inapplicable computa-
tional spatio- temporalities. It is my argument that randomness triggers 
contingency within computational rules and, in the particular case of para-
metricism, in the digital design of urban space.

This new dominance of contingency within programming demarcates 
the unquantifiable reality of an abstract space- event and the impossibility 
for physical space to be one with these events. In particular, digital urban-
ism is invaded by computational events that are at once discovered and 
constructed by the software programming of actual spatio- temporalities. 
From this standpoint, parametricism is a case in which the digital design 
of time and space is not simply set to program the emergence of events, but 
is instead unleashing unlived spatio- temporal relations into the urban 
worlds of the everyday. These space- events are symptoms of the concrete-
ness of digital architecture, which, it is now clear, can never absolutely 
match the physicality of actual space. I do not consider this mismatch to be 
a failure. Instead, it points at a schizophrenic and nonreversible situation 
whereby the programs used to organize urban infrastructure are construct-
ing and/or revealing an infrastructure of another kind, thereby exposing 
the all too real realm of data- volumes, data- density, and data- architecture.
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Whitehead’s philosophy can be renewed in the context of a recon-
struction of the thought of the subject. This is the hypothesis to which I 
would like to give sense  by starting with a proposition: “apart from the 
experiences of subjects there is nothing, nothing, nothing, bare nothing-
ness” (PR, 167).1 If we make an immediate abstraction of the repetitive 
form that gives it a particular status, this proposition at first seems to 
smoothly extend some of the principal events of contemporary philosophy. 
Let us limit ourselves to one of the major references constituting the inte-
rior space from which Whitehead constructs his own philosophy, the phi-
losophy of Bergson. Had he not already affirmed, two decades before White-
head, that the most certain point of an investigation of nature should 
necessarily go by the analysis of a privileged perspective— namely, our own? 
The first phrases of Creative Evolution go in this direction: the “existence of 
which we are most assured and which we know best is unquestionably our 
own, for of every other object we have notions which may be considered 
external and superficial, whereas, of ourselves, our perception is internal 
and profound.”2

Whitehead himself, a few years before his proposition, affirmed in his 
book The Concept of Nature, without apparent reservation, that the notion 
of nature should be entirely reconstructed on the basis of a perceptive, 
human experience. To the question “What is nature?” Whitehead therefore 
proposed a definition that recentered the concept on our perception: “Nature 
is that which we observe in perception through the senses. In this sense- 
perception we are aware of something which is not a thought and which is 
self- contained for thought” (CN, 3). We have, with sense perception, a vague 
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awareness of something that exceeds our thought and does not depend 
upon it. What we experience is the existence of events that indicate others 
more or less confusedly: we perceive a room indicating the existence of 
a building of which it is a part and, more vaguely, the existence of other 
buildings, other events. The objects of our perception are sections, blocks, 
bits, cut- outs, and partial events that point toward others with which 
they are linked. In the end, it is all a complex system of events that is in-
dicated in our immediate perception, events that are at once relative to 
these and independent, as they maintain direct relations with each other. 
In the end, “the immediate fact for awareness is the whole occurrence of 
nature” (CN, 14).

But why then does Whitehead insist so strongly, several years later, on 
asserting that beyond subjective experience there is nothing? Why, if this 
proposition only extends to previous axes of contemporary philosophy, 
does Whitehead announce this as a point of bifurcation, the sign of a new 
orientation or a new philosophical scene? Can we see only the simple radi-
calization of an already started trajectory in which this proposition came 
to insert itself? On the contrary, it seems to me that by simply holding on 
to what is said, in the literality of this proposition, we cannot maintain the 
idea of continuity. This is because Whitehead does not limit himself to af-
firming the central position of the subject or of sense- consciousness in the 
experience of nature; he goes much further by adopting a position on na-
ture in general. Alongside Bergson and his previous works, there is certain-
ly a comparable extension, an “effort to go beyond the human state,”3 in a 
passage on which Gilles Deleuze comments by affirming that this consists 
of opening “up to the inhuman and the superhuman (durations which are 
inferior or superior to our own), to go beyond the human condition: This is 
the meaning of philosophy.” 4 However, one way or another, this experience 
of the infra-  and the suprahuman should, according to Bergson, necessarily 
pass through this mixed situation of the human as the bearer of dimensions 
that go beyond it in the both directions. Whitehead’s proposition is by con-
trast, as I wish to show, directly ontological, or more precisely, according to 
his own terms, cosmological. This is not an affirmation that we cannot go 
beyond our own experience as subjects, but the adoption of a position on 
the reality of nature as such.

The hypothesis that I wish to defend here, as it seems to actualize White-
head’s philosophy and rejoin its linked tendencies to a pluralist vision of 
nature, is that the question of the subject acquires a novel dimension by 
becoming an ontological question, a question of nature itself, indepen-
dently of a perceiving, exclusively human, subject. Put simply, I think that 
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Whitehead’s proposition can be taken up as part of an investigation into 
nonhuman subjects of nature, or what I would call more generally, the “sub-
jects of nature.” Ultimately, the question to which this work gives meaning 
could be formulated in the following way: what is a nonanthropological 
subject?5

A World of Possessions

Therefore, the first task of a metaphysics of subjects consists in prob-
lematizing approaches that would prioritize human beings. For this, one 
needs to rethink the notion by provisionally bracketing out all the catego-
ries that tend to obfuscate its current usage, and have overdetermined the 
meaning. The question one needs to pose in the framework of a metaphysi-
cal restoration is thus: Does a notion of the subject preexist its attachment 
to categories such as intentionality, consciousness, or representation? What 
would be the main components and their number? If the problem is effec-
tively formulated by Whitehead, the question remains without an un-
equivocal answer from him. We can simply try to pick up the heteroge-
neous lines of conceptual developments that cross his philosophy and meet 
where the notion of the subject could acquire its own consistency. By first 
approximation, I would propose to define the Whiteheadian subject as 
a beam of “feelings.” Here, “feeling” alludes to notions such as “sensation,” 
the “sentiment of something,” the “impression,” a “vague conscience,” “emo-
tions,” but also the verb to sense or, more precisely, “sentient being.” White-
head attributes it to all the forms of subjective experience in nature. In this 
way, for example,

a jellyfish advances and withdraws, and in so doing, exhibits some perception 
of causal relationship with the world beyond itself; a plant grows downwards 
to the damp earth, and upwards towards the light. There is thus some direct 
reason for attributing dim, slow feelings of casual nexus, although we have no 
reason for any ascription of the definite percepts. (PR, 176– 77)

We can inscribe the project of a general theory of feelings in an ongoing 
polemic against Kantian philosophy:

The philosophy of organism aspires to construct a critique of pure feeling, in 
the philosophical position in which Kant put his Critique of Pure Reason. This 
should also supersede the remaining Critiques required in the Kantian philoso-
phy. Thus in the organic philosophy Kant’s “Transcendental Aesthetic” be-
comes a distorted fragment of what should have been his main topic. The datum 
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includes its own interconnections, and the first stage of the process of feeling is 
the reception into the responsive conformity of feeling whereby the datum, 
which is mere potentiality, becomes the individualized basis for a complex 
unity of realization. (PR, 113)

The notion of feeling would thus become the first term of a new “aesthet-
ic” 6 and, with it, as the subject is nothing more than a multiplicity of feel-
ings, an “aesthetic” redefinition of subjects of nature. Whitehead is rather 
elusive as to this rethinking [reprise] of the aesthetic. However, it seems 
possible to me to extend the elements given in the preceding quotation and 
to imagine the limits that Whitehead would express on the aesthetic proj-
ect, in the Kantian sense, and with it, most of its future inheritance. There-
fore, the main limit would be that while the aesthetic continues to be 
thought within a framework of a theory of faculties, as pointing to one 
among several, it is the “capacity (receptivity) to obtain representation 
through the way in which we are affected by objects.”7 Indeed, the aesthetic 
tends to designate a subject’s modes of receptivity, the manner in which it 
is affected by sensory data [les donneés des sens]. When we limit the aes-
thetic by inscribing it within a human faculty, we risk subtracting all aes-
thetic dimensions that are immanent to it, as if nature was not already 
populated by a multiplicity of ways of being affected, of feeling, of hoping, 
or of fearing. This complex operation by which nature is emptied of all its 
aesthetic qualities— or, in a less radical reading, made opaque to its aes-
thetic dimensions, to then attribute these to a perceiving subject that would 
project them beyond itself— is an expression of what Whitehead calls the 
“bifurcation of nature.” It is in a different context, notably in the analysis of 
the emergence of the modern sciences, that Whitehead develops this cri-
tique of the bifurcation of nature, but it could also very well be applied here 
in the context of the limitations of the aesthetic:

Another way of phrasing this theory which I am arguing against is to bifurcate 
nature into two divisions, namely into the nature apprehended in awareness 
and the nature which is the cause of awareness. The nature which is in fact ap-
prehended in awareness holds within it the greenness of the trees, the song of 
the birds, the warmth of the sun, the hardness of the chairs, and the feel of the 
velvet. The nature which is the cause of awareness is the conjectured system of 
molecules and electrons which so affects the mind as to produce the awareness 
of apparent nature. (CN, 30– 31)

Against this bifurcation between “real nature” and “apparent nature,” 
Whitehead affirms that “the red glow of the sunset should be as much part 
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of nature as are the molecules and electric waves” (CN, 29). The “aesthetic” 
must not be displaced from the way in which nature is experienced, 
but must be replaced as a factor of existence. It is no exaggeration to affirm 
that for Whitehead it becomes “ontological.” All beings should have their 
own aesthetic, a singular way in which they are affected by nature, a par-
ticular form of expression. It is a theory of expressive modes in nature that 
Whitehead, implicitly, aims at by attempting to generalize the aesthetic, to 
displace it from the oppositional space between nature and the perceiving 
subject, in order to make it the first term of the very existence of nature. 
Each “fact” is already inside, at the center of an aesthetic, already animated by 
“interconnections,” “conformities” to other experiences, already profoundly 
relational.8

The question that I was initially posing— “what is a nonanthropological 
subject?”— has transformed into a new question, highlighting the constitu-
tive operation of such a subject. It becomes instead: What is a feeling? It is 
the notion of feeling that we must now specify. By taking this in its most 
habitual form, it will thus be possible to extract the more ontological di-
mensions. What do we wish to mean when we say, for example, that an ani-
mal senses a danger that suddenly disturbs its milieu or when we have the 
feeling that a situation could change, could become dangerous or enjoy-
able? Is it the same experience as that of a body affected by diverse sensory 
impressions expressing that it feels its milieu? In its most general form, the 
feeling means at once the fact that the data of the world are “integrated,” 
taken into account, and that the data are under a particular mode. If a par-
ticular milieu becomes disturbing, it is because the data that constitute it 
have become partially disturbing in the perspective of an experience that is 
in the making. In the same way, if the body feels its environment, it is across 
sense organs that integrate the facts under a particular form, according to a 
singular filter: it is through the eye that things are seen, and it is with the 
hand that tactile sensations are experienced.9 Other senses are equivalent to 
other ways of polarizing the data of the world.10

In one sense, all the experiences express, according to an extremely wide 
variety of processes of integration or capture: nutrition, tactile impressions, 
sight, or even predation. Call it what you will, a feeling is above all a capture, 
a particular way of possessing,11 an activity through which something “ap-
propriates the datum so as to make it its own” (PR, 164). We can go further 
in taking from the preceding examples the ontological characteristics that 
are implicated therein, by affirming that all centers of experience are the 
capture of immediate data that form the environment, and, step by step, 
the universe in its totality. What the alert animal senses is not a particular 
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datum that would confirm the reasons for a danger; it is the entire universe 
under the modality of danger; everything becomes expressive of danger. In 
its ontological form, we would therefore say that each feeling is the totality 
of the universe that is felt: the aesthetic becomes cosmological. Whitehead 
here extends the project of a monadology, where monads are all centers of 
experience, of perspectives, and are composed of all the others. Or as Leib-
niz puts it, “every substance is like a complete world and like a mirror of 
God or of the whole universe, which one expresses in its own way, some-
what as the same city is variously represented depending upon the differ-
ent positions from which it is viewed.”12 Thus the traces of all events are 
found in each individual subject, and “when we consider carefully the con-
nection of things, we can say that from all time in Alexander’s soul there 
are vestiges of everything that has happened to him.”13

By affirming that the history of the universe, without exception, is felt, 
that each event, as insignificant as it may be at first, leaves a trace that marks 
all the others, this theory of feeling seems to go very far. Yet, despite this 
unprecedented enlargement, it is not sufficient for Whitehead. Strangely, 
this still overly limits feeling. To say that all the universe is felt, that is to say 
captured or possessed, according to a perspective, is not enough. For White-
head it is missing a fundamental dimension: the trace of all the possibilities 
that accompany a feeling.

A feeling bears on itself the scars of its birth; it recollects as a subjective emo-
tion its struggle for existence; it retains the impress of what it might have been, 
but is not. It is for this reason that what an actual entity has avoided as a datum 
for feeling may yet be an important part of its equipment. The actual cannot be 
reduced to mere matter of fact in divorce from the potential. (PR, 226– 27)

This is what Peirce calls in his “Pragmatism,” a “would be,”14 a possibility. 
What could have been, the choices made and the selections that took 
place, define a subject as much as what it actually is. The feeling carries 
with it all the “would bes,” the eventualities that the subject had to dismiss 
in its actual existence, all the alternatives that were presented to it. The fact 
that Caesar may not have crossed the Rubicon— that another world than 
the one that we have inherited could have existed, linked to this act that it 
excluded— gives all its importance and its singular form to the fact that he 
did actually cross it. The hesitation within a particular action shows that 
possibles are envisaged, all of which form trajectories of existences left 
in suspense to the benefit of one of them. If they are actually excluded, 
they remain no less crucial to the acts performed. In this way, all posi-
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tive feeling, all capture, is permanently accompanied by a constellation of 
feelings of avoidance, of refusal, of rejection of the possible that amplify 
their importance. This is what Whitehead means when he writes that the 
“actual cannot be reduced to mere matter of fact in divorce from the poten-
tial” (PR, 227).

However, the importance of these feelings of the possibilities that are not 
actualized should not be exaggerated. If the possible worlds, felt, attached 
to each of our actions, to each feeling, are constitutive of these, they would 
be only pure abstraction, undone of all real inscription, if they were not 
directly linked and engaged in the actions- in- act, in the making. The even-
tuality, the hesitation when faced with a choice and the traces left behind 
by the rejection of a possibility, are only real through the acts that actually 
happen. There is certainly a primacy in the experience, a primacy that we 
could take as ontological, of effective feelings on the possible, of the act on 
power. This point seems to me to be fundamental as it marks Whitehead’s 
refusal of all evaluation of the possibles released from their real action; 
what interests him are the possibles crystalized in the acts, incarnated in 
actual subjects. Whitehead provides a historical example: the battle of 
Waterloo.

This battle resulted in the defeat of Napoleon, and in a constitution of our ac-
tual world grounded upon that defeat. But the abstract notions, expressing the 
possibilities of another course of history which would have followed upon his 
victory, are relevant to the facts which actually happened. We may not think it 
of practical importance that imaginative historians should dwell upon such 
hypothetical alternatives. But we confess their relevance in thinking about 
them at all, even to the extent of dismissing them. (PR, 185)

In a more or less intense way, according to the situations in which we are 
engaged in our actual world, we inherit the possibilities linked to another 
course of history than that of Napoleon’s defeat. All feeling relative to that 
event carries with it the trace of the fact that it may not have taken place, 
and that eventuality does not float in an ethereal world of abstractions but 
is inscribed, almost corporeally, in feeling.

Modes of Existence of Subjects

So what exactly is the relation between feelings and the subject? If 
the aesthetic, and with it the question of an ontology of feeling, becomes 
paramount and extends to all aspects of nature, the fact remains that there 
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is indeed, at one time or another, a “subject” that feels. This raises the ques-
tion of primacy: Is it the subject, now designating all centers of experience 
and no longer only the anthropological subject, which we can say feels, 
experiences, or is affected by the world? Or, by contrast, do we have to pos-
tulate that feelings are primarily without subject? To answer this, White-
head distinguishes between two meanings of the word “subject,”15 which 
are drawn from two distinct traditions of the history of philosophy and 
which he tries to reunify:16 the subject can be thought either as subjectum, 
or as superjacio. Let us start with the first meaning. The subject as “subjec-
tum” highlights notions such as “to be placed below,” “to be put beneath 
something.” If we link such a meaning to the question of feelings, then we 
can say that the subject, in this first form, appears as the “support” or the 
“base” for feeling, at once set back, placed behind, and what gives them 
sense. Everything happens as if the subject was in complete possession of 
“its” feelings, which would be, with more or less force, like accidents af-
fecting the identity or expressing superficial aspects. If this vision of a 
possessive subject of its feelings has imposed itself, especially in modern 
philosophy, it is because it effectively manifested certain fundamental 
traits of the experience. It expressed the sentiment that all experience is 
polarized, oriented toward a subject that is at the center and from which 
emanate expressive qualities: affective tonalities, sounds, colors, tactile 
sensations, and so on. To the extent that these feelings seem to indicate a 
subject toward which they tend, the subject can indeed appear as the sup-
port from which feelings originate.

How, then, does Whitehead manage to take on as his own this first vi-
sion of the subject? Quite simply, by inverting the order of causes. This 
impression of a support or a foundation for feelings, the sense that there is 
a subject from which feelings seem to derive— these common and indis-
putable impressions to which philosophies of the subject have tried to give 
a theoretical basis— are the effect of a process and not its end. Whitehead 
provides an example: “Descartes in his own philosophy conceives the 
thinker as creating the occasional thought. The philosophy of organism 
inverts the order, and conceives the thought as a constituent operation in 
the creation of the occasional thinker. The thinker is the final end whereby 
there is the thought” (PR, 151). Most of the time, thought by no means re-
quires that we connect it to any subject, but if, in retrospect, we attempt to 
chart the stages of development of these thoughts, we would add the sub-
ject that actually derives from the thought. In this way, the subject is un-
derstood as being in full possession of itself and, by derivation, of its feel-
ing (or, as Whitehead would say, of its thoughts); seemingly beneath its 
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affections and supporting them, the subject must not be considered as a 
first reality but on the contrary as the retroactive term of a “series of expe-
riences,”17 the moment where this becomes fully itself, acquiring its own 
fullness. The subject appears as the moment where the feelings are crystal-
izing in a unified experience, a complex of feeling having become a singu-
lar experience.

We can very easily generalize this inversion and redeploy it to all centers 
of experience in nature: an animal, for example, is a multiplicity of centers 
of experience, which are “the various parts of its body” (MT, 23) with their 
feelings, their particular ways of being affected and of putting themselves 
in relation with the wider environment of their experience. Yet these mul-
tiple centers of experience, which are the parts of its body, are no less re-
lated to each other as “one centre of experience” (MT, 23) that enables com-
munication within this multiplicity of corporeal centers and forms a complex 
unity, living and manifesting itself as this sentient animal. Each center of 
experience of its body is a subject, in the sense that it expresses a plurality 
of feelings situated in one point of experience, but the ensemble of these 
“centres of experience,” as much as they converge towards a superior unity, 
also form a subject that is the animal as a complex unity of experiences. 
Such a superior unity is not always required; for example, “in the case of 
vegetables, we find bodily organizations which decisively lack any one 
 centre of experience with a higher complexity either of expressions re-
ceived or in- born data” (MT, 24). Certainly we find a multiplicity of small 
centers of experience, but it is not necessary that these are subordinated to 
a superior center. As Whitehead puts it, a “vegetable is a democracy; an ani-
mal is dominated by one, or more centers of experience. But such domina-
tion is limited, very strictly limited. The expressions of the central leader 
are relevant to that leader’s reception of data from the body” (MT, 24). 
Thus, this vision of the subject as “subjectum” reflects an important part of 
the experience of feelings but as an effect (the final phase) of their consoli-
dation,18 the final term of a process where the feelings, step by step, con-
dense [se densifient] into a unified experience, an experience of self: this 
part of a body, this animal, this thinker.

Yet by itself, this understanding of the subject is, even if redeployed 
within a new logic of its relation to feelings, insufficient. It does not dis-
pense with the argument that although we can go as far as we wish in dis-
placing the reemergence of the subject, putting it at the beginning or at the 
end, it still remains that at one moment or another, a subject is constituted 
and distinguishes itself from its feelings. How can we avoid the vicious 
circle implied by the fact that the subject, even taken to its most minimal 
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form, can be explained only by something that would already be subjec-
tive? It is here that Whitehead takes another meaning of the notion of sub-
ject, affiliated with another tradition: the subject as “superjacio.” We can 
translate this with a series of expressions such as “throw over,” “throw to-
wards,” but also “to exceed” or “to cross.” It is a subject of which we can say 
that it is in some ways in advance of itself, virtually already there in each 
feeling. It is less a fully realized subject than a tendency: the “aim is at that 
complex of feeling which is at the enjoyment of those data in that way” 
(MT, 152). Everything is in the way, in the manner or mode: the way in 
which experience is made, the way in which something is felt, the way of 
experiencing. This constitutes the precision of the aesthetic that I was de-
scribing earlier: each center of experience is characterized by its own way, a 
tonality that distinguishes it from all the others.19 There is no need to pos-
tulate an autonomous subject and possessor of its experiences to see that 
already the thoughts, the sensory impressions, what Whitehead also calls 
visceral experience, are common to most living things, putting to work as 
many singular ways of being related to data as obtained from their envi-
ronments. This way is the aim, the orientation in which what is felt is en-
gaged or mobilized. Therefore, we would say that “feelings are inseparable 
from the end at which they aim; and this end is the feeler. The feelings aim 
at the feeler, as their final cause” (PR, 222).

The two meanings of the term subject— subjectum and superjacio— are 
not in opposition; on the contrary, they can be taken together in a renewed 
thought of subjects detached from all exclusively anthropological inscrip-
tion. If indeed we pose the question by beginning from feelings, it becomes 
evident that there are two moments of a feeling to which correspond two 
subjective phases. First of all, in its initial state, the feeling tends to merge 
with what is felt, that is to say the facts, sensations, ideas, general impres-
sions. However, this immanence of feeling to the facts is already inhabited 
by a subjective form. In this sense, as much as the feeling is, in this first 
phase, almost indistinct from that which is felt, the way, the polarization of 
the facts, is already the expression of a virtual subjectivity (superjacio), a 
style separate from the feeling. It is in terms of the activity of an experience 
of self, what Whitehead also calls “self- enjoyment,” that the feeling as such, 
of its own style, emerges. It thus becomes a subject in its own right (subjec-
tum) possessor of itself through data from which it comes. As summarized 
by Gilles Deleuze,

self- enjoyment, marks the way by which the subject is filled with itself and at-
tains a richer and richer private life, when prehension is filled with its own 
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data. This is a biblical— and, too, a neo- Platonic— notion that English empiri-
cism carried to its highest degree (notably with Samuel Butler). The plant sings 
of the glory of God, and while being filled all the more with itself it contem-
plates and intensely contracts the elements whence it proceeds. It feels in this 
prehension the self- enjoyment of its own becoming.20

Conclusion: A Universe of Subjectivities

I have proposed a possible heritage here, by recentering it on the ques-
tion of feelings and of the implementation of an aesthetic, which would be-
come the initial term of a cosmology, of Whitehead’s proposition: apart 
from the experiences of subjects there is nothing, nothing, nothing, bare 
nothingness. This proposition indicates a whole program seeking to redefine 
the modern conception of nature. Nothing obliges us to oscillate perpetually 
between two conceptions of nature that are combined in a multiplicity of 
variables more or less near to their original form, with one approach being 
what Whitehead calls “romantic” and the other “scientific.” The first, nota-
bly expressed by Shelley and Wordsworth, affirms that “nature cannot be 
divorced from its aesthetic values, and that these values arise from the 
 cumulation, in some sense, of the brooding presence of the whole on to its 
various parts” (SMW, 87)— that is to say, of the insistence of the universe in 
each particular case. The second approach affirms that “Nature is a dull af-
fair, soundless, scentless, colourless; merely the hurrying of material, end-
lessly, meaninglessly” (SMW, 54), where the aesthetic and axiological ex-
pressions only appear as “psychic additions” (CN, 29), simply added by the 
perceiving mind. This opposition, inherited from the “bifurcation of na-
ture” in operation in the seventeenth century, continues to move without 
losing any of its efficacy in contemporary thought, and the oppositions be-
tween philosophies of the subject and those of nature seem only to redeploy 
the components of a problem that they never truly succeed in undoing.

Whitehead’s gesture consists of not making these “aesthetic values” a sup-
plement added to nature by a perceiving subject, but to make them the most 
fundamental factors of nature. With Whitehead, the aesthetic becomes the 
site of all ontology, the plurality of ways of doing, ways of being, capacities to 
be affected— in a word, the modalities of “feeling” are at the heart of a theory 
of subjects of nature. We do not have to renew the opposition between “real-
ity” and “perception,” between “being” and “aesthetic values,” to then try to 
reunify the terms, as nature can be directly considered as a multiplicity of cen-
ters of experience, all directly expressive. Whitehead’s philosophy is indeed a 
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cosmology, and it can be characterized as a universal mannerism [maniér-
isme universel]. Being and the manner of being are indistinguishable; they 
form the conditions of existence for all subjects, human and nonhuman.
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Another Regard
Erin Manning

The gorillas regarded me. To them, I had never been  
away, because I had really been there once. Time is different  

to the gorillas. It is about being together, not about being  
apart. I am content to feel that kind of time, and I close  

my eyes and smell deeply the hot lemon smell of gorillas  
and the thick sweet smell of the hay.

— Dawn Prince- Hughes, Songs of the Gorilla Nation:  
My Journey through Autism

First Movement: Are You a Gorilla?

In a piece entitled “The Silence Between,” Dawn Prince- Hughes writes 
of an encounter with a bonobo chimpanzee, Kanzi, which sets the stage for a 
rethinking of the deep “regard” Prince- Hughes shares with apes of all kinds. 
Having flown to Decatur, Georgia, at the invitation of primatologist and lin-
guist Sue Savage- Rumbaugh, Prince- Hughes finds herself alone with Kanzi. 
She writes:

Naturally, I fell into the gorilla language I knew, a language of body, mind, and 
spirit. Kanzi and I played chase up and down the fence line, both of us on all 
fours, smiling in a sea of fun and deep breaths.

Then something uncanny occurred:

He stopped suddenly and grabbed his word board off the ground. He pointed to 
a symbol and then pointed to me and made a hand gesture with his eyebrows 
raised. It was clear that he was asking me a question. He repeated this series of 
words and movements over and over, until I said, out loud, “I’m sorry, I can’t 
understand, Kanzi. Let me get Sue and maybe she can help me.” At first, she was 
at a loss. Then after asking him to point to the word again, she realized he was 
pointing to the word “gorilla” on his board and making the American Sign 
Language sign for question after pointing to me. It was clear he was asking me 
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if I was a gorilla. What was amazing, though, is that he didn’t know American 
Sign Language: he had seen a video of the gorilla Koko using it and must have 
not only remembered the signed words, but, not having known other gorillas, 
assumed that all gorillas understood sign language. If I was a gorilla, he 
thought, this must be a way of communicating that I would understand.1

Before I turn to the story in detail, I want to begin with the quotation 
above where  Prince- Hughes writes, “The gorillas regarded me.” This regard 
of which she speaks is how I want to frame the engagement with Prince- 
Hughes’s story, beginning right away with the speculation that this regard 
sets the stage for the encounter with the bonobo Kanzi, shifting it from one 
of detached observation to one of concern. For Whitehead’s notion of con-
cern, as outlined throughout Adventures of Ideas, is very much about the 
emphasis on a different notion of regard, regard not of the subject for the 
object, or of one individual for another, but of the occasion for its own 
unfolding.

The notion of concern is one way of reworking the dichotomy of subject 
and object, reinserting them in the event. “The occasion as subject has a 
‘concern’ for the object. And the ‘concern’ at once places the object as a 
component in the experience of the subject, with an affective tone drawn 
from this object and directed towards it.” The subject does not begin the 
process; it is the process that activates the subject. “The subject- object rela-
tion can be conceived as Recipient and Provoker, where the fact provoked 
is an affective tone about the status of the provoker in the provoked experi-
ence,” Whitehead writes, adding that “the word ‘recipient’ suggests a passiv-
ity which is erroneous” (AI, 176). “Concern” is not an intersubjective term, 
but rather the basis for understanding that experience emerges through “the 
rise of an affective tone originating from things whose relevance is given” 
(AI, 176).

This is relevant to the story Prince- Hughes recounts for two reasons. 
First, as I mention above, the framing of the event is built on a notion of 
regard, which foregrounds less an interpersonal stance than an affective 
tonality. Second, in the event of the regard, there is a slippage in time that 
undermines a static positioning of subject and object. Whitehead’s notion 
of concern gives us the tools to understand this crafting of time in the rela-
tion. Prince- Hughes writes: “To them, I had never been away, because I had 
really been there once.” In the event of relation, a concern is emergent that 
alters the conditions for a regard that “will always have been there once.” 
Recipient and Provoker are not to be confused simply with “Dawn” and “the 
gorillas” or “Dawn” and “Kanzi.” Recipient and Provoker are the myriad 
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affective tonalities of an encounter that stages time and event such that “to 
have really been there once” is to have set into motion the conditions for an 
activation of regard— of concern— which is capable of outliving the imme-
diate occasion.

The challenge here is to understand that regard is not something that 
flows unidirectionally between the human and the animal. What is hap-
pening in the first quotation is the setting into place of a dynamic relation 
that foregrounds the movement of time, emphasizing how time is itself a 
dynamic form that recasts how relation is conceived. When Prince- Hughes 
writes that “To them, I had never been away, because I had really been 
there once,” it is of course her interpretation of the event, but nonetheless 
it sets into motion an interesting provocation to the relational field that 
continues to be foregrounded in the story Prince- Hughes then tells about 
her encounter with Kanzi. I want to suggest that this notion of “regard” 
allows us to reposition the ultimate question— “Are you a gorilla?”— away 
from the interpersonal toward an emphasis on the relational movement 
that frames the second encounter— “Kanzi and I played chase up and down 
the fence line, both of us on all fours, smiling in a sea of fun and deep 
breaths”— where movement itself becomes the way the event has concern 
for its unfolding.

Let us replay the event: Dawn and Kanzi run along a fence, goading one 
another, moving one another forward in an eight- footed play. First, Dawn 
moves with what she knows: “Naturally, I fell into the gorilla language 
I knew, a language of body, mind, and spirit.” Dawn is not mimicking. Her 
movement comes from an affective attunement based on a long- standing 
connection to nonhuman languages: “When I was young I talked to ani-
mals in that language of silence. I knew what trees and streams were saying 
because they told me. I knew what sow bugs and snakes were saying be-
cause they molded me. . . . Sometimes my grandfather would ask me in the 
garden, ‘What are the worms saying today,’ ‘Fine fine slither dirt push good 
rotting green,’ I would answer, smiling.”2 This, the language of the nonhu-
man, is a language that already tunes, for Dawn, to her movement. She lis-
tens with movement, listens to how it expresses in the now of the encounter. 
She knows the welling event has regard for this movement, this expression 
in the moving of the more- than of human experience. Kanzi, in turn, plays 
with the language of movement she proposes, “both of us on all fours, smil-
ing in a sea of fun and deep breaths.”3 Dawn and Kanzi, cueing, aligning, 
creating a rhythm, in counterpoint. Gorilla- like.
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Counterpoint
William Forsythe defines counterpoint as “a field of action in which the 

intermittent and irregular coincidence of attributes between organization-
al elements produces an ordered interplay.” 4 This definition of counter-
point emphasizes the relationship between movement and time. Forsythe 
speaks of choreographing the future in the present- moving, asking his danc-
ers to “dance where the other dancer is going” to “meet him there.”5 Dancing 
in an alignment with futures in the making suggests a structured improvisa-
tion that is attuned to the incipient more- than of movement— movement’s 
technicity. To move into the technicity of movement is not to mimic or pre-
dict: there is no standing back from the event- in- the- moving. It is to move— 
with the movement’s excess of position. It is to craft movement— moving in 
the more- than of movement’s taking- form. This happens in counterpoint as 
dancers “shift each other’s time.” Forsythe explains: “syncing is not what’s 
important, in the sense of matching an already known timing.” Move in the 
time- frames of the becoming- movement, preaccelerate into the relational 
field activated by movement- moving, move with the affective tonality, with 
future time presenting. “This can operate in different time frames: go slow-
er, be in another’s past right before they catch up to you, then move past 
them to their future— look for the moment— aim at it rather than going di-
rectly to it.”6 Counterpoint is not the activity of an individual body— it is the 
activity of a relational field through which movement moves. Movement- 
moving is intensively distributed— always beyond its simple location, as 
Whitehead would say.7 In counterpoint, the movement exceeds the frame— 
the frame of time, the frame of the skin- envelope— activating an inframo-
bility that tunes to a relational movement. As collective movement be-
comes attuned to this relational field, time folds, individual movements no 
longer abstractable from the whole. One movement- moving, in difference. 
Counterpoint.

The one is of course always more than one. It is an infinity of movement- 
speciations. Speciations make a dancing- body, not the other way around. 
We no longer have one, two, three bodies dancing. We have an affective 
attunement. This affective attunement cannot be measured in linear time. 
It happens in a time continuously folding into the intervals created by the 
moving field. This time of movement- moving is felt by the dancers as a mo-
ment of uncanny synchronicity. Synchronous because the movements cre-
ate a collective experience of time- shaping. Strange because the collective 
movement is slightly off, attuned to but in the difference of movement’s 
capacity to invent, creating “an ordered interplay,” yes, but also something 
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more: a sense of having been transported into the more- than by the event. 
A field in counterpoint has been created. Any repetition of the exercise of 
counterpoint will necessarily create a different field. Each counterpoint- 
event makes its own time.

Counterpoint’s intermittent and irregular coincidence of attributes agi-
tate the field of action at the level of speciations. In the case of Dawn and 
Kanzi, it is not two fully constituted body- envelopes that dance, but a mul-
tiplicity of body- tendings moving in their difference. Speciations in the 
moving: finger- ground- spine, extension- rotation- bend, metal- fur- breath. 
What agitates is a body- likeness, a field of relations that does not mimic a 
body, but creates a bodying in a shifting co- composition of experiential 
spacetimes. Von Uexküll speaks of spiders that are fly- like, of cups that are 
coffee- like. These are speciations— compositional tendencies active in the 
relational field their coming- into- eventness calls forth. “To be fly- like means 
that the spider has taken up certain elements of the fly in its constitution. . . . 
Better expressed, the fly- likeness of the spider means that it has taken up 
certain motifs of the fly melody in its bodily composition. Everywhere it is 
the counterpoint which expresses itself as a motif in such configurations.”8 
The dancer’s movement was perhaps spiral- like, wall- like, sound- like, con-
necting not directly to another body, but to a sounding, a spiraling, a levitat-
ing gravitational field. Heavy- to- the- ground meets laughter- in- movement: 
gorilla- like.

Speciations are rhythmic activations of a body- morphing that never pre-
cede the event of their coming- into- relation. They give rhythm, give tone, 
to the how of the event’s in- forming, cutting across species fully- formed, 
connective as they are in the milieu of their relational activation. In the 
event of Dawn and Kanzi, to take these two first as the bonobo and 
the human would be to engage in the practice of placing the subject outside 
the event, ignoring the force of speciation. It would be to take the notion of 
species as given, and assume that all encounters are framed by species al-
ready fully- formed. This is a brand of identity politics: before we can know 
how to approach the question, “are you a gorilla?” we must know who you 
really are, a captive gorilla? an autistic woman? a philosopher? an animal 
activist? a zoo- keeper? an anthropologist? While all of these criteria make 
a difference to how the event unfolds— there is no suggestion here that 
there are not asymmetrical power relations9— to posit identity politics as 
the starting point of the process is to background in advance the activity 
of the milieu’s rhythmic in- forming, and, even more importantly, to un-
dermine the potential of coming, if not to a different answer, at least to a 
different way of framing the question. For to begin with identity politics is 
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always to assume to know in advance how to frame an answer to a question 
of belonging, of territory, of identity. To frame the event in advance of its 
unfolding with markers of identity (“obviously” she is not a gorilla, “clear-
ly” Kanzi is misrecognizing) is to sidestep the act of the event’s unfolding 
as event: for who can know yet what constitutes gorilla in this context of 
movement counterpoint?

All movement is, to some degree, counterpoint. Movement rhythms: it 
connects, prolongs, undermines, subverts, dances. It never stops. Move-
ment is always of multiple valences. There is absolute, or total movement— 
the durational field of movement- moving— which envelops all worldings. 
Counterpoint cuts into total movement to create an actualizable field— “an 
ordered interplay.” In doing so, counterpoint touches on both registers of 
movement, virtual and actual, tapping into the field of total movement 
to create an opening for this or that movement- quality in the realm of the 
actual. This allows the milieu of movement to resonate with the more- 
than. This more- than is the counterpoint- event’s motif. This motif is a 
like ness. It gives the milieu a singular tonality. This tone in turn tunes the 
milieu to certain tendencies. A milieu with a springing motif tunes to air- 
likeness, for instance. Or, as in von Uexküll’s example, fly- likeness tunes 
not to fly- as- species but to a qualitative likeness of a fly- movement inten-
sively in rhythm with the spider’s web. This likeness is first and foremost 
affective— it is an attunement not simply to the fly in its quantitative di-
mensions, or in its behaviors, but to the way its singular movement- 
tendencies affect the speciation spider- like. “The web— but never the fly— 
can be called the goal of forming the web. But the fly does indeed serve as 
the counterpoint . . . for the formation of the web.”10

A speciation is not, as such, organic. It is not made up of separately de-
finable human and animal components in a metonymic relation to an or-
ganic whole. This very idea of the organic whole is a misnomer: both “body” 
and “species” are general categories that can be conceived as such only by 
divesting them of the relational field that co- constitutes them.11 To posit 
such a notion of the whole is to have separated out the event of bodying 
from its activity. Speciations are how to think this activity, the in- act of 
body- world constellations in all their organic and inorganic intermixings. 
These in- acts are not strictly physical— they are a conglomeration of physi-
calities with affective tonalities that emerge from the very necessity of the 
milieu: it is the milieu that fashions them. Speciations body in the event of 
their direct co- relation to the event, they are not body- species pre- formed, 
and are never finally formed— they are bodyings. An event has concern for 
the bodying. And there is no body that is not infinitely more than one.
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An autonomy of expression is at work in the relational field that specia-
tions call forth. We are not talking of relations that exist outside of the 
event of their emergence. The relational field of movement- moving acti-
vates the distributed field in which the dancers dance, and in the dancing, 
they move with it, aligning to it, moving it. The field expresses, the field 
dances to attention, not the dancers as individuals. And what it expresses is 
a relational movement that exceeds the terms of the dancers’ individual 
body- ness, bringing into complex constellations a rhythm that in- forms 
the speciations their movement- moving creates.

The culmination of the movement- moving is a territorializing. Something 
has come to form, and with the coming- to- form, a certain casting into itself 
of movement has emerged. “An ordered interplay.” From here, techniques 
can be abstracted, and positions extracted. Territories are short- lived, how-
ever: movement keeps moving, occasions keep perishing. So what is left? 
Motifs, expressive tendencies. These motifs are the mode of appearance of a 
vacillating territorialization that is an abstraction of a subjective form. With 
them comes the tonality of the event’s form- taking.

Style
“Expressive qualities entertain variable or constant relations with one 

another (that is what matters of expression do); they no longer constitute 
placards that mark a territory, but motifs and counterpoints that express 
the relation of the territory to interior impulses or exterior circumstances, 
whether or not they are given. No longer signatures, but a style.”12 Style can 
never be pinned down to form. It is a mode of existence always intimately 
tied to the event of its expression. And yet there is a certain consistency to 
style across occasions. A style can be recognized, in the feeling— we know- 
feel the languid grace of a cat, the frenzied disappearance of a cockroach, 
even before we quite see them. Style happens in this “not quite,” in the 
movement of expression before it takes its form as this or that. Style is al-
ways in the moving.

Style connects with the event’s affective tonality. It is movement quality 
carried forth into an event through the force of its reactivation from rela-
tional field to relational field. It is chiefly non- sensuous, as Whitehead 
would say, activating for the event a certain quality of past occasions. This 
quality is always a renewal of itself for the present occasion. Style is there-
fore never quite the same for two occasions. A moving- body’s expressivity 
will carry the force of an attunement that can be aligned to. This aligning 
will express a certain style that can be connected, transversally, to other 
events of its kind. A movement, Forsythe- like. The how of the aligning as 
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style is not a question of connecting to a certain superficial quality but of 
moving with the movement’s movement such as to captivate the move-
ment’s very potential for expression. Moving gorilla- like.

Second Movement: At Play

The dynamic form gorilla- like is bred in play. Dawn and Kanzi run, on 
all fours, along a fence, laughing, grunting. There is no outside to their game: 
it is not meant for anyone else. Play is unselfconscious. Improvisation, spon-
taneity, mixed in with the constraints of incipient territorializations— the 
fence, the time of day, the newness of the encounter with gestures no doubt 
at first quizzical, careful, and then perhaps engaged, untroubled even, at 
times. Instinct, some people would say. Art, others would respond.

Counterpoint is creative. It proposes an assemblage, and this assemblage 
is always, to a degree, a territorializing platform. But what counterpoint 
also does is keep that territory moving, active, transductive. For counter-
point activates the associated milieus of the territory, the milieus that cross 
through it and are always, to some extent, in excess of it. This is the para-
dox of counterpoint: it must remain territorial to the degree that it can be 
accessed and returned to. But what is returned to is always, to a certain 
degree, difference. The field of counterpoint is dynamic, its movements 
local insofar as they co- constitute the singular expression of emergence 
their in- concertness calls forth, and global to the degree that they can be 
recaptured for future events in the making. Counterpoint produces not 
positions as such, but the more- than of position on its way to activating 
times as yet unseen, unfelt. Positions outdoing themselves, in concert.

Territory’s play undoes the dichotomy between speciations and species, 
locating them not as opposites but on a continuum. For speciations are 
complex aggregates— they affect on a multitude of strata, including that of 
the species, elasticizing the territory even as they move in concert with it. It 
is not that there is no longer a bonobo and a human; it is that the event 
never begins there. It begins in movement, in the mobility of relation where 
there is always more- than this particular species- combination. For as soon 
as the territory becomes an active milieu, it becomes a field of movement 
constellations. Species is a general category always abstracted from the 
movement of the event.

What is concretely in- act is never the general category. This is why starting 
with a general category cannot not yield nuanced results. Take, for instance, 
the question of gender. While (en)gendering— as speciation— has many roles 
to play in an event such as that between Kanzi and Dawn, “gender” posited as 



320 ERIN MANNING

a pre- formed category cannot make sense of their encounter without im-
posing a framing device onto the event from the outside. This has the effect 
of backgrounding the in- act of the event, losing sight of the intricate com-
plexities of the event’s acting- out. For instance, a general statement about 
the general category “woman” in relation to Dawn would immediately con-
nect her body to a certain set of qualities or criteria that would mediate the 
event of her encounter with Kanzi, who, as a “male” would then be expected 
to respond in certain, often stereotyped, ways. To posit the genders male- 
female as the framing device would also ignore the fact that gender identi-
fication tends to be speculative at best for many autistics, for whom having 
a fixed body, let alone a fixed gender, is one of the most abstract of all ab-
stractions.13 What is concretely in act, I want to suggest, is never a “gender,” 
but an engendering, a coming- into- itself of a singular set of relations, of 
which male- likeness and female- likeness may be defining elements, but al-
ways only in their in- actness, in tandem with co- constitutive elements ac-
tive in the associated milieu. This engendering opens the field to new con-
stellations, some of which may be allied to gender, others of which may 
constitute forms of speciation not yet defined and categorized.

Back to the fence, and to the art of play. “We consider that an animal, in 
a complex and accidental milieu, would have few chances of survival if 
he could only use stereotyped behavior, even if more or less corrected by 
orienting stimuli. Much more important are the improvised responses 
directed to the stimuli  .  .  . that act as a sort of irritant, not as a signal.”14 
Animals play, and play is an art, as Brian Massumi underlines, precisely 
because instinct, conceived as artless, is “downright maladaptive”— its ste-
reotyping forbids a response tailored to the singularity of the situation.15 
Following Ruyer, Massumi suggests that, at play, a processual trigger spurs 
a creative advance, an “immanent modification.” “The stimulus irritates, 
provokes, stirs. It is a processual inducer. What it most directly induces is 
an integral modification in the tendencial self- consistency of animal expe-
rience, correlated to the externality of an accident- rich environment but 
governed by its own stirring logic of qualitative variation.”16 Instinct, as 
Bergson writes, is played more than it is represented.17

It is too simplistic, then, to suggest that what moves Kanzi, or what moves 
Dawn, is simply behavior pre- dating the event, such as instinct tied to gen-
der or species categories. They are not imitating or responding to some-
thing that pre- defines them— they are creating play. Gorilla- like is an art.

No gorilla has actually entered the scene. What has entered is a movement- 
constellation that has taken both Dawn and Kanzi by surprise. Gorilla- like 
is the more- than of their coming- together, the style, the motif of the event’s 
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counterpoint. And although it is spoken in the language of the third— the 
sign- language “of” the gorilla— it erupts in the language of counterpoint, 
the language of movement’s possession by itself. The movement moves the 
gorilla- like speciation of which Kanzi and Dawn (in a million variations) 
are part. Paw- earth, foot- air, laughter- dirt, grunt- metal, all of these specia-
tions are at work in dancing the emergent counterpoint. A speciation: a bloc 
of sensation, as Deleuze and Guattari might say. A desiring- machine. “De-
leuze and Guattari have a favourite word to designate the affective force that 
pulls deformationally forward toward creativity: desire.”18 Desire as a trans-
formational pull that activates a relational field.

There is no purpose to play, except to create more play, to create more 
desire for play. “Are you a gorilla?” is this event of play’s postscript, not its 
mandate. If we take it as the starting point, the question of subjectivity will 
become the framing device for the event. I am, you are: a question of spe-
cies. Play will be undone of precisely what makes it play: it will become a 
rehearsal for something that exceeds it in advance. This is not what happens 
here. Play between Kanzi and Dawn is the fielding of a relational movement, 
and it is out of this improvisatory field that the question “are you a gorilla?” 
emerges, not the other way around. It is not a general category “gorilla” that 
is at stake here, but the gorilla of play’s motif, and the way the motif makes 
ingression into the newly formed constellation: gorilla- like.

“Play is the abstractive suspension of a vital context.”19 It bursts open the 
frame of expectation. It intuits, activating a consciousness not of, but with— a 
regard in the playing that defies the extraction of movement from the event 
at play. This regard creates incipient territories never before moved in the 
playing. Not “are you a gorilla?” but “how do you move me?” or better, “how 
does our movement move us?” Play as the bringing into focus of an affective 
force of relation that reinvents, in its small way, the relational how of life- 
living. A constellation- machine for movement- invention and for time loop-
ing. Counterpoint.

Third Movement: On Novelty

“Life means novelty,” writes Whitehead (PR, 104). Life is appetition, 
appetite for the more- than. Life always in tune with a life— the force of life- 
living across the organic and inorganic realms where speciations converge to 
create territories of difference. To restrict life to the physical plane, as White-
head notes, is to starkly underestimate the play of its capacity for invention.

Whitehead has a strange name for the force of appetition that activates 
the more- than of life- living: he calls it reason. Reason, for Whitehead, is 
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another word for the force of thought that is immanent to the event. This 
force of thought is never thought as that which lands onto the event from 
outside its concrescence. It is the reason of nature, in nature, a concern 
with the very edges of the thinkable in its nonalignment to consciousness. 
For Whitehead, nature thinks.

When Whitehead says that nature “is impenetrable by thought,” what he 
means is that thought does not enter into nature from the outside to or-
chestrate it from without (CN, 13). Nature is not a passive element to be me-
diated. Nor is thought a mediating activity. Nature creates thought— a think-
ing in the event. This thinking makes ingress into the event in large part 
through the constellations speciations take. Nature and speciations are co- 
combinatory— they cannot be taken separately. The question is never, as 
Whitehead underscores, “what is in the mind and what is in nature?” (CN 
30). The question is “how is gorilla- like?”: how does nature’s play move life- 
living, creating thought?

Nature’s play is never separate from the event of its coming into being in 
the same way that the occasion is never preceded by an already- composed 
notion of space or time. Nature is its speciations, active, always, in the time 
of the event’s making. Nature is thus never in- itself, in the same way that a 
species, a body, an individual, are never solely in- themselves. Nature is a 
relational field through which certain motifs become active, motifs that in 
turn activate new fields of relation in the time of the event. It is, in all of its 
eventness, a multitude of modes of existence, a field of creativity.

Key to what Whitehead calls “the creative advance” is what he terms self- 
enjoyment, the concern the event has for its coming to subjective form: “The 
notion of life implies a certain absoluteness of self- enjoyment” wherein each 
occasion of experience is “an individual act of immediate self- enjoyment” 
(MT, 150– 51). Self- enjoyment is not a moral category. It is not about the 
enjoyment of this or that. Not the enjoyment of the subject for life, but the 
enjoyment of life in the event of life- living. Life- living, it bears reminding, 
as the continuous outdoing of any notion of life in- itself or nature in- itself.

Self- enjoyment is the occasion’s concern for its own process, a process 
that always includes a certain more- than. This more- than, as mentioned 
above, is brought forth by the event’s capacity to exceed its physical pole. 
The physical pole is a concept in Whitehead that denotes the most bare as-
pect of the occasion, a concept that is inseparable from the adjacent notion 
of the mental pole (or “reason”), which he defines as the how of the creative 
advance.

Mentality— “a factor of intensity in experience”— moves the event be-
yond its physical pole (PR, 101). “When the species refuses adventure, 
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there is relapse into the well- attested habit of mere life. . . . Varied fresh-
ness has been lost, and the species lives upon the blind appetitions of old 
usages” (FR, 19). If the physical pole were all that were at stake, and 
if  life were merely about a passive overcoming in the interests of self- 
preservation, there would be no creativity, and certainly no reinvention 
of life. Again, it is necessary to move beyond the thought of this or that 
human or animal life: life here touches on all that has the capacity for 
transition. It is life- living, a life: speciation in exquisite more- than human 
configurations.

Novelty abounds, a novelty spurred by the complex of self- enjoyment, 
appetition, mentality. Think mentality as the event’s thinking- feeling, as 
Massumi might say,20 a feltness in the thinking resonant at the edges of 
experience. Each occasion dances with this not- yet, its becoming always in 
counterpoint with the more- than of its will- have- been. Time folding: re-
call Forsythe’s “Dance into future movement!”

“Mentality” is perhaps the wrong word for this intensive process, this 
“organ of novelty,” or “urge beyond,” for despite this not being the case, 
mentality, like its earlier counterpart, reason, still sounds as though it is in 
the mind or of consciousness (FR, 33). We might therefore simply call it 
“thinking- feeling,” emphasizing how it is an activity in the event that co- 
composes with the occasion’s physicality to create, in the act, a contributory 
more- than that emphasizes how novelty is a process of thought in the doing. 
“[Mentality] seeks to vivify the massive physical fact, which is repetitive, 
with the novelties which beckon” (FR, 33). The force of appetition, as men-
tioned above, could be another good term for mentality in that it empha-
sizes the hunger of a process that opens the occasion to novel motifs, acti-
vating in the occasion a “factor of anarchy” (FR, 34).21

This is not to say that creative advance is active all the time under all 
circumstances. It is to emphasize that the force of appetition and thinking- 
feeling are always present in germ and contributory in the dynamic form 
of events concrescing. Whitehead writes: “The quality of an act of experi-
ence is largely determined by the factor of the thinking it contains” (FR, 
80). As soon as a process falls into general categories, its capacity for cre-
ative advance is stunted, for general categories do not think. Creativity is 
always in the dynamic details of a process. These details are played out at 
the level of the emergent occasion, in the constellation of the event. They 
are its speciations, its technicities, its overarticulations, its preaccelera-
tions. They are the event’s more- than. This is where the thinking- feeling 
happens, in the in- act of the event’s outdoing of form, in the in- act of the 
event’s outdoing of simple location. Movement- moving.
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Fourth Movement: An Incompletion

Whitehead writes: “The community of actual things is an organism, 
but it is not a static organism. It is an incompletion in process of produc-
tion” (PR, 215). Kanzi and Dawn meet. Play ensues. Their movement moves 
them, connecting them at the level of speciations that exceed them as indi-
viduals. In the speciation, a counterpoint emerges. This emergent counter-
point is a structured improvisation: it moves into the habitual movements 
brought into play at the same time as it connects to a generative field of 
movement- moving. The generative force of movement in counterpoint acti-
vated in the moving creates a motif. This prolongs the dance, giving it a 
style all its own. This style exceeds Dawn or Kanzi as individuals, exceeds 
their habitual ways of moving— a relational movement has emerged. This 
relational movement is a field experience. Everything is concretely at play— 
the quality of air, the sound of breath on metal, on fur, on skin, the feel of 
paws on earth, on cement, the heaviness of limbs at play, the grumblings of 
stomachs, the pull of muscles, the rustlings of fallen leaves. Everything sin-
gularly contributes. And in this field teeming with activity, a question is 
drawn: “Are you a gorilla?” This is not a question intended to be answered; 
it is a motif. It is a platform to spring from through which new movement- 
constellations can take flight. Gorilla- like is a new concept.

New concepts, when they really do their work, activate speciations, 
which, in turn, affect how societies evolve. A society: “A type of order. . . . A 
nexus. . . . Endurance. . . . An animal body is a society involving a vast num-
ber of occasions, spatially and temporally coordinated. . . . Each living body 
is a society” (AI, 203– 5). What we usually call a body, a body in the narrow 
sense, is a knot of speciations (a nexus), a society. This is the force of con-
cepts, that they insist, they irritate, they agitate in the cross- fertilization of 
occasions and societies. These agitations play out on the level of the occa-
sion, but as the occasion perishes onto the nexus, they also affect the con-
tributive realm— for they continue to make ingress. Concepts resonate 
transversally, creating a vibratory field that affects how future events are 
composed. They feed the future- presenting with their appetite for more. 
They are counterpoint- machines: they create a field of action that provokes 
a coincidence of attributes to produce the excess of an ordered interplay. 
Gorilla- like.

The complex relational field of movement- moving courses across the so-
cieties “Dawn” and “Kanzi.” These societies are altered by the process, as 
are all of the contributory forces that have made their way into the event. 
These contributory forces touch on the many stories the event calls forth, 
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each one of them now tainted by the motif, gorilla- like. Take the story of 
Kanzi, born October 28, 1980, a bonobo chimpanzee raised in captivity, for 
whom contact has been for the most part restricted to the human. Infuse 
this story into the event and consider how gorilla- like reframes it, fore-
grounding, perhaps, the fact that Kanzi’s “advanced linguistic aptitude”22 
has made language the vehicle for communication since he was a baby. For 
not only does he use lexigrams, but he can also understand aspects of spo-
ken language and associate it with the lexigrams. No surprise, then, that 
gorilla- like emerges in the speaking as much as in the moving. Take the 
story of Dawn Prince- Hughes, born January 31, 1964, an autistic fighting 
for a place in a world tuned to neurotypical modes of encounter that con-
tinuously, painfully, set her apart. Infuse this story into the event and con-
sider how gorilla- like speaks to the force of “another regard,” something 
Prince- Hughes has honed in her years of working with gorillas, gorillas 
who she feels have offered her a place in the world. These are some of the 
societies, in brief, that meet on that fateful afternoon to play along the fence.

The contributory force of a society (a nexus of occasions) on an individ-
ual occasion is not quantitatively measurable. Ingression is not about quanti-
tative content per se: it is about the tuning of an occasion toward certain 
kinds of activations of the past in the present for future- presenting. Style. 
Style carries across occasions, giving them a sense of consistency. The rela-
tional field as it emerges through Kanzi and Dawn’s play is imbued with 
style, marked and fashioned by modes of thought— mentalities— already in 
counterpoint with their wider comings- to- be. With this in mind, in the spir-
it of incompletion, I want to turn briefly to one key element of style that I 
believe makes the question “Are you a gorilla?” far less strange than we may 
at first have assumed it to be.

This element of style is what I have elsewhere defined as “autistic percep-
tion,” a style of perception wherein an encounter with the world does not 
begin by sorting the field into objects or subjects. I bring this up here spe-
cifically in relation to the notion of regard, tuned as it is to a relational field 
that exceeds categorical preconceptions.

Autistic perception is a tendency in perception on a continuum with all 
perception, not a definition of autism. It is a style that has been remarked 
upon by autistics Tito Mukhopadhyay, DJ Savarese, Amanda Baggs, Jamie 
Burke, Dawn Prince- Hughes, Dawn Corwin, and many others. In their 
varied and intricate attempts to define their modalities of engaging the 
world ecologically, they have not coined the phrase, but they have repeat-
edly described a mode of existence wherein there is a direct perception of 
the more- than of experience in- forming. This perceptual style, described 
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speculatively by autistics always to some degree as alien to neurotypical 
experience, suggests a way of engaging the world through an active thinking- 
feeling of the edgings and contourings of fields of relation that coagulate 
into instances of shaped experience. This is similar to what Francis Tustin 
dismissively calls “autistic shaping.”

I want to suggest that this direct experience of the in- actness of worlding 
results in an ecological sensibility to life- living. But let me be clear: while 
all autistics I have encountered prize this mode of perception, none of 
them would ever create a simplified relay between autistic perception and 
the everyday experience of an autistic. Like the activist movement for neu-
rodiversity, their descriptions of the richness of perception do not disqualify 
the horrors of trying to attune to neurotypical speeds of existence, to neuro-
typical expectations in relation to spoken language, to neurotypical ableist 
arrangements for life- living. Autism is never described by autistics as easy or 
straightforward, and never do they deny that autism brings with itself pain-
ful misalignments to everyday neurotypical existence, many of them of the 
motor variety, that make independent living if not impossible, then very dif-
ficult.23 Nor I am suggesting that there is a “single” autism. Autism is a spec-
trum, with as many infinities of perceptual difference as within the misin-
dentified “neurotypical” group.

What I am suggesting is that we can learn from a mode of perception 
described by autistic Anne Corwin as a “different kind of chunking.” She 
explains: “I often tend to sit on floors and other surfaces even if furniture is 
available, because it’s a lot easier to identify ‘flat surface a person can sit on’ 
than it is to sort the environment into chunks like ‘couch,’ ‘chair,’ ‘floor,’ 
and ‘coffee table.’”24 All perception involves chunking, but what autistics 
have access to that is usually backgrounded for neurotypicals is the direct 
experience of the relational field’s morphing into objects and subjects. Ex-
perientially speaking, there is never— for anyone— the direct apprehension 
of an object or a subject. What we perceive is always, first, a relational field. 
It is a key contribution of Whitehead to have created a whole philosophical 
vocabulary of process to make this clear. Still, given the quickness of the 
morphing from the relational field into the objects and subjects of our per-
ceptions, many of us feel as though the world is “pre- chunked” into species, 
into bodies and individuals. This is the shortcoming, as autistics might say, 
of neurotypical perception (that we are simply too quick to chunk), and it is 
certainly one of the things that makes many autistics feel lost in a world 
overtaken by normopaths.

The foregrounding of the world in its morphability as experienced in 
autistic perception opens experience to a level of relation with the world 
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that is rare. This level of relation is an ecological attunement to the multi-
plicity that is life- living, for it attends, always, to the dynamic details of a 
process: autistic perception never begins with the general attribute, never 
assumes integration over complexity. It prehends, always, from the middle, 
with an active regard for the emergent field’s environmentality. In the reg-
ister of autistic perception, the world is experienced always as an ecology of 
practices in the complex relations of its emergent unfoldings. This is a lan-
guage of experience that moves not from self to self, or self to other, but from 
dynamic constellation to dynamic constellation. As Mukhopadhyay writes: 
“Maybe I do not have to try very hard to be the wind or a rain cloud. There is 
a big sense of extreme connection I feel with a stone or perhaps with a pen on 
a tabletop or a tree. . . . There is no separation.”25 Cloud- like. Rock- like.

If we ignore the non- human- centered valence of Prince- Hughes’s or 
Mukhopadhyay’s approach and persist in placing the human at the fore-
front as the motivating force of all events, their words will seem anthropo-
morphic. We will read Prince- Hughes’s encounter with Kanzi simply as a 
human once more telling the story of an animal, in human terms; we will 
interpret Mukhopadhyay as giving a human face to the pen, to the table-
top, to the tree. Autistic perception warns us against this approach, how-
ever, persistently reminding us not to begin with the pre- chunked. Begin 
in the middle! it says. Do not assume to know in advance how the chunk-
ing will resolve! It seems to me that we should heed these words and learn 
from them, with them. That we might listen more intently to how the world 
composes itself in a mode of perception that does not privilege the human 
in any of its pre- composed guises, or any other general categories.

But let us not stop there. The accusation of anthropomorphism whether 
misplaced as in the case of Kanzi and Dawn, or fitting in other instances, 
need not be a reason for us to return to our old habits of generalizing and 
categorizing. For is it not true that the accusation of anthropomorphism 
has become one more way of not attending to the complex counterpoint of 
the creative advance? As Jane Bennett writes, “a touch of anthropomor-
phism . . . can catalyze a sensibility that finds a world filled not with onto-
logically distinct categories of beings (subjects and objects) but with vari-
ously composed materialities that form confederations.  .  .  . Maybe it is 
worth running the risks associated with anthropomorphizing . . . because 
it, oddly enough, works against anthropocentrism: a chord is struck be-
tween person and thing, and I am no longer above or outside a nonhuman 
‘environment.’”26

There is counterpoint in infinite abundance, and we are not hearing it, 
let alone dancing it. Ecologies of perception are backgrounded by an 
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overarching emphasis on general categories. New modes of attention are 
needed, and persistent efforts to experience the novelty of life- living are es-
sential to enjoying the complexity of worldings that populates us. The more 
pressing question is not whether or not an engagement with the more- than 
human is anthropomorphic but what exactly it is that has led us to the cer-
tainty we seem to have that the world can be parsed out into subjects and 
objects, and how intertwined this assertion has become with a notion of 
interactivity that sets itself up not as a radical empiricism but as a mediat-
ing interplay between already- existent terms. James’s mantra bears repeat-
ing: “The relations that connect experiences must themselves be experi-
enced relations, and any kind of relation experienced must be accounted as 
‘real’ as anything else in the system.”27 There is no object “in- itself” just as 
there is no subject only “for- itself.” To cite Whitehead again, “the occasion 
has a ‘concern’ for the object. And the concern at once places the object as a 
component in the experience of the subject, with an affective tone drawn 
from this object and toward it” (AI, 176). Subjects and objects edge into ex-
perience, relationally. Not human- relationally, but in an incipient relation 
that speciates.

The in- itselfness of the object (or the animal) must be resisted as strong-
ly as the in- itselfness of the human. Neither human nor object nor animal 
comes to experience fully formed. It is the counterpoint of their specia-
tions that is at stake in experience. This, it seems to me, is what can be 
taken wholesale from Kanzi’s and Prince- Hughes’s dance: speciations con-
nect, cutting transversally across all genera, meeting at the level of intensi-
ties, motifs, creating styles, in the moving. An ecology of practices. A mode 
of existence. An activist philosophy.

Dawn Prince- Hughes writes: “I hope that autistic people, and others 
that have been beyond understanding until recently, will be the natural 
interpreters of an important patois.”28 The patois of which Prince- Hughes 
speaks is a language replete with the sensitivity of autistic perception, thick 
with a force of thought in the middling of its expressibility, textured by a 
more- than of future movements and un- chunked experiences, ripe for the 
infra- linguistic telling. The incomplete answer to “Are you a gorilla?” is spo-
ken in such a patois, a language that can only be heard in the moving, in 
the infra of positioning, in the choreographic thinking that is always in the 
beyond of subject and object.

This is the challenge: to move in counterpoint with a language that trem-
bles on the edges of understanding. To become as “autistically perceptive” 
as possible, even at the risk of losing our footing in a species- oriented 
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world— and gaining our footing in a world of speciation. To participate in 
the concern for another regard.
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T H IRT EEN

Of “Experiential Togetherness”
Toward a More Robust Empiricism

Steven Meyer

The little words “is,” “and,” “or,” “together,”  
are traps of ambiguity.

— Alfred North Whitehead, “Analysis of Meaning”  
in Essays in Science and Philosophy

Veritable High Priest of Togetherness

Let me begin by invoking an occasion deep within the Whitehead 
archive, the publication of an article titled “E Pluribus Togetherness,” by 
one Hugh Rodney King, which appeared in the August 1957 issue of 
Harper’s Magazine.1 Whitehead was hardly unknown to the editors of the 
journal— Jacques Barzun, author of the wonderful Stroll with William James 
a quarter century later and already a Columbia institution, supervised the 
book reviews, and the same issue contains an article by the management- 
guru- to- be Peter F. Drucker on “The New Philosophy Comes to Life,” tout-
ing a “new emphasis on process”— yet little has come down to us about the 
redoubtable Mr. King.2

I say redoubtable because what I have been able to track is impressive: a 
1946 graduate of the University of Oregon, King was awarded a Rhodes 
scholarship in 1948. His essay “A. N. Whitehead and the Concept of Meta-
physics” had appeared in the April 1947 issue of the journal Philosophy of 
Science,3 and in 1949 King published an essay on “Whitehead’s Doctrine of 
Causal Efficacy” in the Journal of Philosophy.4 There followed two years 
later a lengthy evaluation of Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind in the same 
journal5— the byline still locating the author in “Oxford, England.” In ad-
dition, King published a pair of essays on Aristotle: “Aristotle and the Par-
adoxes of Zeno,” again in 1949 in the Journal of Philosophy,6 and “Aristotle 
without Prima Materia,” in the June 1956 issue of the Journal of the History 
of Ideas7— the byline now transferred to New York City.
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Certainly, a very promising start for a young academic, yet in the end 
only a start. For we are informed in Harper’s that besides his Oxford stud-
ies, King was “formerly a graduate student in philosophy at Harvard”— no 
doubt accounting for his whereabouts during the missing years between 
1951 and 1956— and “is now doing public relations in New York.”8 After 
1957 King, who mentions a wife and three- year- old child in the Harper’s 
piece, vanishes from the public record, consumed, it would seem, by the 
world of Mad Men. Yet, even so, the Aristotle essays, with their patina of 
Whitehead, provoked their fair share of controversy. Thus the Harvard 
philosopher Donald C. Williams remarked in a famous 1951 essay, “The 
Myth of Passage”— like “Aristotle and the Paradoxes of Zeno” published 
in the Journal of Philosophy— that in his essay King had offered “an ex-
ceptionally ingenious, serious, and explicit statement of the philosophy 
which I am opposing.”9 Did this response account for King’s admission 
into the Harvard program? Did it subsequently account for his depar-
ture? Then in 1958, the Cornell classicist Friedrich Solmsen published a 
ten- page rebuttal in the Journal of the History of Ideas of “Aristotle with-
out Prima Materia.”10 An allusion to the controversy still popped up in 
Mind fifteen years later.

So King had serious if somewhat disputed credentials when in 1957 he 
challenged the right of the women’s magazine McCall’s to the term together-
ness. Several years earlier McCall’s had adopted the slogan “The Magazine 
of Togetherness,” and the term had become so closely identified with the 
magazine in the American mind that King could complain with some just-
ness that McCall’s was taking too much credit not just for the association 
but for the word itself. (“As late as March 15, 1957,” King writes, “the veteran 
Advertising Agency Magazine stated editorially, ‘McCall’s  .  .  . has added a 
new word to the vocabulary.’”) Conversely, “the man who has probably 
done more than anyone else to put the word on its feet, the veritable high 
priest of togetherness,” none other than “Alfred North Whitehead (1861– 
1947),” had been given too little credit, or if the Oxford English Dictionary 
was any measure, none at all.11

Here is a passage from King’s article, including an extensive quotation 
from Whitehead that offers a handy measure of the feet with which the 
philosopher had furnished the term. “I’d hate to think,” King ventures, 
“that my wife and I and five million other readers of ‘The Magazine of To-
getherness’ might bring up a whole generation who couldn’t understand 
page 48, for example,” of Process and Reality, where Whitehead wrote that 
“relevance must express some real fact of togetherness among forms,” and 
continued:
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The ontological principle can be expressed as: All real togetherness is together-
ness in the formal constitution of an actuality. So if there is relevance of what 
in the temporal world is unrealized, the relevance must express a fact of to-
getherness in the formal constitution of a non- temporal actuality. But by the 
principle of relativity there can only be one non- derivative actuality, un-
bounded by its prehensions of an actual world.

“Such a primordial superject of creativity,” Whitehead went on to assert, 
“is the ultimate basic adjustment of the togetherness”— and with that King 
closes the citation.12 The ontological principle and the principle of relativity 
are technical terms of Whitehead’s, as are the subjectivist and reformed 
subjectivist doctrines (brief discussion to follow)— likewise prehension, pri-
mordial, superject, creativity. And real togetherness.

For an additional turn of the screw, consider the following remarks by 
George H. Allen, assistant publisher of McCall’s, in a letter to the editor of 
Harper’s. King had alluded in his essay to the conclusions of “legal friends” 
that the failure of McCall’s to have “printed on its editorial product— or, for 
that matter, on any product— the official signs of the Registered Trademark, 
either after, near, by, or in a footnote to ‘Togetherness’ . . . might seem to in-
dicate a casual, indeed, a flagrant disregard for the hoary traditions of trade-
mark protection.”13 Allen responds:

As our legal friends will tell you, in this country rights in a trademark arise 
from use and not from registration. “Togetherness” actually is registered by 
us to have a formal record of our claims. But it is the continuous identifica-
tion and association with McCall’s, “The Magazine of Togetherness” as stat-
ed on each cover of our magazine, in our advertising and promotion, and 
even through such articles as yours, which give us a right to regard “Togeth-
erness” as something which cannot be used commercially without our 
permission.14

Trademarking “Togetherness” may be the height or depth of something, 
particularly in this country, as Allen insists, with its motto “e pluribus unum.”15 
Thankfully, such curtailing of the public domain does not extend to uses like 
Whitehead’s, owing to the philosopher’s patent lack of venal motivation. This 
is no less obviously the case in the following set of observations— the third of 
the trifecta of quotations I am laying out in the first section of this essay— 
again from Process and Reality and cited in part by King in the earlier essay 
on Whitehead’s doctrine of causal efficacy. (It also serves as the source of my 
title.) “There is a togetherness of the component elements in individual experi-
ence,” Whitehead remarks:
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This “togetherness” has that special peculiar meaning of “togetherness in ex-
perience.” It is a togetherness of its own kind, explicable by reference to noth-
ing else. For the purpose of this discussion it is indifferent whether we speak of 
a ‘stream’ of experience or of an ‘occasion’ of experience. With the former al-
ternative there is togetherness in the stream, and with the latter alternative 
there is togetherness in the occasion. In either case, there is the unique “expe-
riential togetherness.” (PR, 189, emphasis added)

At this point King adds his voice to what thus becomes a passage that the 
three of us— Whitehead; King, quoting Whitehead; me, quoting King and 
Whitehead— can be viewed as conjointly uttering. (Whitehead has just re-
ferred to a pair of metaphysical difficulties; King cites the reference, I shall 
not.) We continue:

The consideration of experiential togetherness raises the final metaphysical 
question: whether there is any other meaning of “togetherness.” The denial of 
any alternative meaning, that is to say, of any meaning not abstracted from the 
experiential meaning [here King briefly falls silent], is the ‘subjectivist’ doc-
trine. This reformed version of the subjectivist doctrine [here King joins in 
again] is the doctrine of the philosophy of organism— 

— as Whitehead termed the philosophical scheme he sought to elucidate 
(PR, 190).16

Whereas King avoids any reference in his recital to the so- called subjec-
tivist doctrine or to Whitehead’s alternative to it, I shall take a contrary 
tack and cite several additional observations by Whitehead that build on 
these references, in order to set up a further observation of my own. In the 
first place, Whitehead remarked of Kant in the same extended passage that 
“he adopted a subjectivist position, so that the temporal world was merely 
experienced. But according to [Kant’s] form of the subjectivist doctrine”— 
nothing less than the subjectivist doctrine proper— “no element in the 
temporal world could itself be an experient” and so responsible for any ac-
tual experiencing. “The difficulties of the subjectivist doctrine arise when 
it is combined,” as Kant proceeded to do, “with the ‘sensationalist’ doctrine 
[of Hume] concerning the analysis of the components which are together in 
experience” (PR, 190, emphasis added).

In returning here to the juxtapositon of togetherness and experience, 
albeit in a slightly different formulation, Whitehead has arrived at the crux 
of his argument. “With the sensationalist assumption, or with any general-
ization of that doctrine, so long as . . . the only elements not stamped with 
the particularity of that individual ‘occasion’— or ‘stream’— of experience 
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are universals such as ‘redness’ or ‘shape,’” the subjectivist philosopher is 
left with two alternatives: “either Bradley’s doctrine of a single experient, 
the absolute, or Leibniz’s doctrine of many windowless monads.” “In his final 
metaphysics,” Kant “must either retreat to Leibniz, or advance to Bradley. Ei-
ther alternative stamps experience with a certain air of illusoriness” (PR, 190). 
By contrast, an analysis like Whitehead’s own, starting out from the “togeth-
erness of the component elements in individual experience” rather than from 
“the components which are together in experience,” offered a third alternative 
unavailable to Kant (or Leibniz or Bradley)— and, clearly, an alternate under-
standing of experiential togetherness as well. Although the philosophy of or-
ganism, Whitehead noted in conclusion, “admits the subjectivist doctrine,” it 
“rejects the sensationalist doctrine: hence its doctrine of the objectification 
of one actual occasion in the experience of another actual occasion. Each 
actual entity is a throb of experience including the actual world within its 
scope” (PR, 190). Several more “trademarked” terms of Whitehead’s are 
introduced— technical terms like actual occasion, actual entity, objectifica-
tion (albeit suggestive today of non- Whiteheadian “brands” of analysis), 
even throb of experience (admittedly possessing a strongly Jamesian flavor)— 
and reference has been made to one of the proximate sources of Whitehead’s 
penchant for togetherness, F. H. Bradley.

The question sometimes arises as to just how different the author of Pro-
cess and Reality actually is from the author of Appearance and Reality, and 
Whitehead all but dares us to compare (and contrast) his understanding of 
togetherness with Bradley’s.17 In this context it is fitting that two prominent 
uses by William James of the term— there is also an earlier use with refer-
ence to Hegel and a subsequent one regarding Kant— occur in a pair of pas-
sages James cites from Appearance and Reality in the course of one of his 
major criticisms of Bradley. As so often occurs, James and Whitehead are 
walking along the same path— Whitehead is thinking with James, as Isabelle 
Stengers might put it— in the process together transforming Bradley’s ideal-
ist togetherness into its radical or robust empiricist counterpart.18

Togetherness and “Togetherness”

It will be recalled that King found “the entry under ‘togetherness’ in 
the eleventh volume of the Oxford English Dictionary” wanting:

[It] says, among other things, that the first recorded usage of the word dates 
back to around 1656, or about the time the Commonwealth cracked up and 
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Cromwell’s star was burning itself out in the thickening atmosphere of English 
anarchy— an opportune hour for togetherness if there ever was one. Yet I gather 
that the word never really took hold, since the O.E.D.’s next reference is well 
over two centuries later in the Monist (1892), a periodical of limited circulation 
and virtually no advertising budget. After this date, unfortunately, the O.E.D. 
is not of much help. It does make a few curt remarks about togetherness’s sister 
word “togetherhood” (now that’s a word with some real overtones), but then 
the writer goes off onto another subject without so much as mentioning the 
man who has probably done more than anyone else to put the word on its feet, 
the veritable high priest of togetherness.19

In point of fact, the failure of the O.E.D. to mention Whitehead is hardly 
surprising, as the eleventh volume (Ti– U) was only published in 1926. The 
1933 Supplement, added upon the occasion of the republication of the en-
tire twelve- volume work, actually does cite one of several uses in Science 
and the Modern World (1925): “Cognition discloses an event as being an 
activity, organizing a real togetherness of alien things.”20 This sentence 
is one of four added to the entry, alongside the immortal “A piece of string 
is a thing that, in the main, makes for togetheriness” of Samuel Butler, to 
illustrate a cognate term that died on the vine. One of the interesting things 
to be observed in comparing the 1926 entry to the 1933 supplemental entry 
is that as of 1926, or whenever the initial entry was composed— likely sev-
eral decades earlier insofar as the only contemporary reference is to the Mo-
nist of 1892— “togetherness,” together with “togetherhood,” is classed as a 
“nonce- wd [word]” and appears only within the entry for the adverb “to-
gether.” The separate 1933 entry, by contrast, begins with the following in-
structions: “Delete nonce- wd and add examples.”

When a second edition finally came out more than half a century later, in 
1989, the instructions had indeed been followed. “Togetherness” had long 
ceased to be the sort of word devised for a single occasion, and the entry con-
tains fifteen broad- ranging examples of the term’s use. Unfortunately, in a 
decision calculated to disappoint King and any number of Whitehead- 
fanciers, neither the sentence from Science and the Modern World nor any 
other sentence by “the veritable high priest of togetherness” was included. Yet 
all was not lost. For, as I shall argue, one may elicit the lineaments of White-
head’s own characteristic practice from several of the term’s earliest uses. 
Three quotations, selected from works published between 1892 and 1920, tell 
the story among them of how Whitehead came to use “togetherness” with 
such abandon— how shifting philosophical usage would have made the term 
so appealing to him even as he prepared to apply one more turn of the screw.21
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These are the quotations:

1892, Monist 2:218: Even if the link is a feeling it cannot be less than a feeling 
of the togetherness of two other feelings.22

1912, Mind 21:2: The togetherness or compresence of the perceiving and the 
table is the perception of the table.23

1920, A. S. Pringle- Pattison, Idea of God, 354: Our primitive and basal experi-
ence of time is thus characterized by a togetherness of parts or elements.24

The first of the three illustrations is culled from an article entitled “Pro-
fessor Clifford on the Soul in Nature,” which appeared in the important 
American philosophical journal the Monist, then just in its second year. 
That this use of “togetherness” would have come to the attention of a read-
er for the dictionary is less of a stretch than one might imagine, given the 
American provenance. For the author, Frederick Cornwallis Conybeare, 
was an Oxford- affiliated scholar writing about William Kingdon Clifford (a 
famous Cambridge man), best remembered today as the object of William 
James’s withering criticism in “The Will to Believe” and as one of a handful 
of truly brilliant and original nineteenth- century British mathematicans.

Like Max Müller— Oxford Sanskritist, professor of comparative religion, 
and translator into English of the first edition of Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason (1881), who was also Conybeare’s father- in- law— the editor of the 
Monist, Paul Carus, was a German émigré, and the preceding issues of the 
Monist had included an essay by the non- Darwinian Müller “On Thought 
and Language,” followed by a response from George John Romanes, the im-
portant British evolutionary biologist and friend of Darwin who coined the 
term “neo- Darwinism,” a further response by Carus to both Müller and Ro-
manes, and a follow- up by Müller in the same issue containing Conybeare’s 
essay.25 At the same time, Carus was involved on the pages of the Monist in 
an ongoing exchange with the Austrian physicist and philosopher Ernst 
Mach regarding the nature of feeling and sensation, and more generally the 
viability of several variations on the originally Kantian notion of things- in- 
themselves. This particular controversy had its source in a two- part essay by 
Carus in another publication he edited, the weekly  Open Court, in which an 
argument concerning “feeling and motion” was framed chiefly in terms sup-
plied by Clifford “in his excellent essay on the ‘Nature of Things’ in them-
selves.”26 No doubt Conybeare’s article, which focuses on the same essay by 
Clifford, was passed along to Carus by Müller.27
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One additional feature of the intellectual setting remains to be sketched 
before I turn directly to Conybeare and the sentence the compilers of the 
O.E.D. abstracted from his essay on Clifford. It so happens that William 
James’s only substantial contribution to the small empire of publications 
Carus managed for the Open Court Publishing Company immediately fol-
lowed the second and concluding part of the essay on feeling and motion. 
James had penned “The Importance of Individuals” a decade earlier in re-
sponse to criticisms of the Atlantic Monthly article “Great Men, Great 
Thoughts, and the Environment,” in which, as he remarked in a headnote 
in the Open Court, he had attempted “to defend the Great Man Theory of 
History from the attacks of Messrs. Spencer and Grant Allen” (2438).28 
(Despite “the Atlantic’s publisher” having “declined to print” it at the time, 
James now proposed that “as the quarrel between Hero- worship and Soci-
ology is always going on in some form or other it may be that remarks on 
the subject are always in order.” Apparently he had promised Carus some-
thing else, and offered the newly recovered essay in its place.29) I am not 
concerned here to evaluate James’s evolutionary defense of “hero- worship” 
and more generally of the role of the individual in history (including intel-
lectual history); yet as I shall indicate in the remarks that follow, in his own 
multiple uses of “togetherness,” James shadows each of the three disparate 
entries selected for the O.E.D., effectively triangulating, and strengthen-
ing, what might otherwise seem a fairly capricious argument leading directly 
from dictionary to Whitehead. James took much the same route as White-
head did, and did so in conversation with many of the same or equivalent 
figures.30 As a term of art in Anglo- American philosophical discourse, thus 
expanded to incorporate James’s practice, “togetherness” provides evidence 
for a larger claim regarding which the present essay makes no more than a 
down- payment— namely, the breadth of James’s anticipation of Whitehead’s 
“flux- philosophy,” in detail and in the aggregate.

Now back to Conybeare, whom Carus presents as “a personal disciple of 
Professor Green”— referring to T. H. Green, generally credited with having 
inaugurated the British Idealist movement in the second half of the nine-
teenth century.31 After complimenting Conybeare for his “lucid presenta-
tion of the transcendentalist position,” Carus summarizes the essence of the 
argument as follows: “Mr. Conybeare, like Prof. F. Max Müller, assumes a 
Self independent of the reality from which the idea of self has been abstracted, 
and he attempts to prove the existence of this self.”32 Elsewhere Carus pro-
poses that both Müller and Green (“the founder of the Oxford transcen-
dentalist school”)— and by extension Conybeare, son- in- law of one, disci-
ple of the other— “start from this assumption, that man’s mental activity is 
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performed by a something which is quite distinct from it.”33 “This some-
thing,” Carus adds, “is the thing in itself of the human soul”; it is “‘the 
worker who does the work of the mind,’” in Müller’s phrasing (cited by 
Carus); it is “the self- perception of the ego, the sense that in all my various 
feelings it is I who am conscious, this ‘unity of apperception,’” in Cony-
beare’s (and Kant’s).34

The intricacies of Conybeare’s and Carus’s arguments do not need re-
hearsing in the present context— neither Conybeare’s criticism of Clifford’s 
postulate that an “elementary feeling” possesses an “absolute and unrelated 
existence,” and so is, Clifford insists, “‘Ding an sich,’” nor Carus’s criticism 
of Clifford’s and Conybeare’s divergent stances regarding the precise nature 
of things in themselves (214, 223). The general summary should suffice to 
bring out relevant aspects in the two passages that follow. The first contains 
Conybeare’s complete sentence, of which only a segment survived the tran-
sition to the O.E.D. The second is Carus’s response:

If feelings are joined by links of what nature are these links? Clifford does not 
say that they also are feelings, so presumably they are not; in that case no link 
is left save a connecting self. But even if the link is a feeling it cannot be less 
than a feeling of the togetherness of two other feelings, but such a feeling would 
involve memory of those feelings and memory involves self- hood. It is really, 
however, an abuse of words to apply the term feeling in such a case. We might 
with Hume ask of this feeling which links other feelings, “Is it a taste, a smell, a 
sound, an impression of sight or touch?”35

Mr. Conybeare speaks of the self as having memory, while in fact, memory is 
one of the features, indeed the most important feature, of mind- activity.

Says Mr. Conybeare:
“Such a feeling [of the togetherness of two feelings] would involve memory 

and memory involves self- hood.”
Memory does not involve any transcendental self- hood. True self- hood, viz. 

that which can reasonably be understood by self- hood, is not prior to, not the 
cause of memory; self- hood, i.e., the personality of a man, the organized unity 
of the psychical aspect of a human organism, is consequent upon, it is the ef-
fect of, memory. Self- hood is the product of memory.36

Speaking broadly, a number of diverse monisms are in play here— idealist 
monisms of differing sorts (Clifford, Green) and a non- idealist or positivist 
monism (Carus), a perfectly fitting mix in a journal titled the Monist. None 
of these appeals as such to the richly pluralistic approaches of either James 
or Whitehead (pace Bertrand Russell), which combine features distributed 
among the several monisms. Still, Conybeare’s distress at what he takes to 



 OF “EXPERIENTIAL TOGETHERNESS” 341

be the thoroughly incoherent phrasing of “a feeling of the togetherness of 
two other feelings” is instructive. (The distress does not register at all in the 
manner in which the sentence is cited in the O.E.D.)

This second- order feeling, Conybeare proposes, cannot be any particular 
sensation; hence, it cannot properly speaking be called a feeling at all. As such 
it confirms that “the togetherness of  .  .  . feelings” is a product of something 
else, and as a disciple of Green’s, he knows just what this is. Clearly, Carus of-
fers an alternate rendering, although one may suspect it is perhaps a little too 
efficient— after the example of the baby and the bathwater. So, it is left to 
James and Whitehead to hesitate at the ready identification, common practice 
in British philosophy since Locke, of feeling with sensation. Instead they will 
variously propose that phrasing like a feeling of the togetherness of other feel-
ings may indicate a different and more satisfactory way of combining empiri-
cist and rationalist intuitions (to introduce a contrast Whitehead and James, 
among many others, inherited from Kant), one that does not result in such 
phrasing striking one as hopelessly oxymoronic, which is its effect on think-
ers who take their guidance directly or even ultimately from Kant.

Quite famously, James did not set much store by Kant. Here is a late 
reference:

The account I give directly contradicts that which Kant gave which has pre-
vailed since Kant’s time. Kant always speaks of the aboriginal sensible flux as a 
“manifold” of which he considers the essential character to be its disconnect-
edness. To get any togetherness at all into it requires, he thinks, the agency of 
the “transcendental ego of apperception,” and to get any definite connections 
requires the agency of the understanding, with its synthetizing concepts or 
“categories.” (Emphasis added.)37

And here, lacking the “togetherness” only in name, is an earlier reference:

Both agree that the elements of the subjective stream are discrete and separate 
and constitute what Kant calls a “manifold.” But while the associationists think 
that a “manifold” can form a single knowledge, the egoists deny this, and say 
that the knowledge comes only when the manifold is subjected to the synthetiz-
ing activity of an ego. Both make an identical initial hypothesis; but the egoist, 
finding it won’t express the facts, adds another hypothesis to correct it. Now 
I do not wish just yet to “commit myself” about the existence or non- existence 
of the ego, but I do contend that we need not invoke it for this particular 
reason— namely, because the manifold of ideas has to be reduced to unity. There 
is no manifold of coexisting ideas; the notion of such a thing is a chimera. What-
ever things are thought in relation are thought from the outset in a unity, in a 
single pulse of subjectivity, a single psychosis, feeling, or state of mind.38
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Almost forty years later Whitehead would write that “the difficulties of the 
subjectivist doctrine arise when [as in Kant] it is combined with the ‘sensa-
tionalist’ doctrine [of Hume] concerning the analysis of the components 
which are together in experience” (PR, 190, emphasis added).

And here is the inaugural reference to “togetherness” in Process and 
Reality:

Philosophical thought has made for itself difficulties by dealing exclusively in 
very abstract notions, such as those of mere awareness, mere private sensation, 
mere emotion, mere purpose, mere appearance, mere causation. These are the 
ghosts of the old “faculties,” banished from psychology, but still haunting 
metaphysics. There can be no “mere” togetherness of such abstractions. The re-
sult is that philosophical discussion is enmeshed in the fallacy of “misplaced 
concreteness”— the all too common attribution of unwarranted concreteness to 
what are actually abstractions. (PR, 18, emphasis added)39

“There is no manifold of coexisting ideas.” “There can be no ‘mere’ together-
ness of such abstractions.” The parallel is even sharper: for where Whitehead 
immediately alluded to the fallacious effect of “misplaced concreteness” 
(and directed the reader to an earlier extended consideration of the fallacy 
in Science and the Modern World), James with equal dispatch explained that 
“the reason why this fact [that things “thought in relation are thought from 
the outset in a unity, in a single pulse”] is so strangely garbled in the books 
seems to be what on an earlier page . . . I called the psychologist’s fallacy.” 40 
Whitehead and James are certainly not talking about the same thing— 
Whitehead was offering an account of the effects of faulty philosophical rea-
soning; James was giving one concerning the causes of faulty psychological 
reasoning— yet Kant’s role in each argument indicates the extent of the 
overlap. One effect of faulty philosophical reasoning has been to encourage 
faulty psychological reasoning, even as, from Whitehead’s perspective, the 
ghosts of psychologies past continue to haunt the metaphysical present.

By 1912, when the original of the second O.E.D. quotation appeared in 
the British journal Mind: A Quarterly Review of Psychology and Philosophy, 
where James had been so frequent and valued a contributor, the peripatetic 
American had been stopped in his tracks, transformed into a peculiar mix 
of psychologist past and metaphysician present. “The unexpected death of 
Prof. William James,” Paul Carus informed his readers in the October 1910 
issue of the Monist,

has caused grief in the wide circle of his friends.  .  .  . Professor James will be 
missed by friends and antagonists for with all his faults as a thinker he was a 
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man of unusual genius, who by the very way in which he attacked the prob-
lems in which he was interested stirred the imagination and quickened the 
spirit of inquiry.41

Some Problems of Philosophy42 had appeared posthumously in 1911, and 
Essays in Radical Empiricism43 would come out in 1912, so the full measure 
of the metaphysician was still to be taken; indeed, it is fair to say that the 
full measure of the metaphysician- cum- psychologist is still in the process 
of being taken a century later.

As for Whitehead, it is no less fair to observe that, despite the publica-
tion in 1912 of the second of three volumes of Principia Mathematica, no 
one except perhaps Whitehead himself foresaw the philosopher of science 
and metaphysician who was to emerge in the decade following World War 
I— out of nowhere, it would seem. Certainly not his collaborator Russell, in 
the midst of making a name for himself as a modern philosopher and solic-
iting ideas from Whitehead, among others, as to how best to proceed. Cer-
tainly not Samuel Alexander, author of “The Method of Metaphysics; and 
the Categories,” which appeared in the January 1912 issue of Mind44— and 
who a decade later would pair himself and Whitehead among the few phi-
losophers prepared to “take Time seriously.” 45

Alexander had been a student at Balliol College, Oxford, where it is like-
ly that Green and a student of Green’s, Henry Nettleship, tutored him, in 
addition to the Shakespearean and Hegelian A. C. Bradley, younger brother 
of F. H. Bradley. In 1882, the year of Green’s death, he was elected a fellow at 
Lincoln College, Oxford, where he taught on and off for the next decade, 
before being appointed professor of philosophy at Owens College (subse-
quently the University of Manchester). Alexander was the first Jew to obtain 
a fellowship at either Oxford or Cambridge. Although he cannot strictly be 
called an Idealist, even in his early, more Hegelian years, when he was con-
cerned to interpret Hegel within a Darwinian framework, the description 
Dorothy Emmet supplies in an essay comparing Alexander with Whitehead 
seems just:46 “Alexander’s background was the Oxford Idealism of which 
F. H. Bradley was the most distinguished figure. He developed his views in 
a struggle against Idealism, particularly against its theory of knowledge, 
and he ended with a naturalistic realism.” 47

Space, Time, and Deity (1920), Alexander’s Gifford Lectures, proved of 
great import for Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World and his own 
set of Gifford Lectures, Process and Reality, as the two men readily acknowl-
edged. Whitehead thus offered to send Alexander “a copy of my ‘Gifford’s.’ 
I believe them to be in general agreement with your ‘Space, Time and 
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Deity’”; and Alexander in a letter to Emmet enthused, “I read Whitehead 
naturally not only to understand him but to save my own soul. I think of 
myself only as having done what Burke said he did for [Samuel] Johnson in 
conversation— ‘rung the bell for him’”— although Alexander did admit he 
was more of a Spinozist than Whitehead and Whitehead more of a Leib-
nizian. “So there is a side to me which has to be either lost by obstinacy or 
saved by surrender to Whitehead (or of course the other way about).” 48

Victor Lowe, Whitehead’s biographer, recalled Whitehead having told 
him “that Samuel Alexander was the philosopher of his time from whom 
he got most. But he gave me no details, saying only that he and Alexander 
‘conceived the problem of metaphysics in the same way,’ that is, as recon-
ciliation of the unity of the universe (emphasized in Spinoza’s metaphysics) 
and the multitude of individuals (emphasized by Leibniz).” 49 To this Lowe 
adds: “Whitehead also remarked to me that Alexander, almost alone among 
their British contemporaries, did not, implicitly at least, assume that our 
experience is basically an experience of sense- data.50 Perception, for Alex-
ander, consisted in the ‘compresence’ of an object and a subject who ‘enjoys’ 
a ‘togetherness’ with the contemplated object.” “This is not far from White-
head’s notion of prehension.”51 It is also the gist of the O.E.D. citation.

To be sure, many significant differences arise between Whitehead and 
Alexander. Lowe notes that Whitehead “did not agree with the hypothesis 
of Alexander’s Giffords— th[at] ‘Space- Time is the stuff of which matter 
and all things are specifications.’”52 Similarly, Emmet remarks that

the cardinal difference between Whitehead’s view and Alexander’s is that the 
former’s view is an explicitly relational one, in which Space and Time are de-
rived from relations between events, and the fundamental ontology is one of 
events. Alexander, on the other hand, absolutizes Space- Time, and even speaks 
of it as a “stuff” of which things are made.53

Finally, one may observe that despite Whitehead’s having, in his copy of 
Space, Time, and Deity, “underscored” the proposition that “the relation 
of a conscious subject to the object which transcends it is not unique, but is 
‘found wherever two finites are compresent with each other’”— even going so 
far as to write “Yes” in the margin and thereby permitting the ever- cautious 
Lowe to venture that “Whitehead sympathized with Alexander’s generaliza-
tion of the subject- object relation”— it is also the case that “when Whitehead 
started to develop his metaphysical system, he would deal primarily with the 
transition from object to subject, and the concrescence of the subject.”54 
“There is none of this in Space, Time, and Deity,” Lowe comments.
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In a statement like the one cited by the O.E.D., “The togetherness or 
compresence of the perceiving and the table is the perception of the table,” 
Alexander is describing the cognitive experience of perception in terms of 
compresence and togetherness much as Whitehead describes it in terms of 
what he calls “prehension”— but as Lowe notes, it is not quite the same (“not 
far”). In a second essay, published in Mind the following summer and titled 
“On Relations; and in Particular the Cognitive Relation,” Alexander elabo-
rated: “This relation of knowing an object occurs when a thing called the 
subject, which possesses the property of consciousness, being stirred by 
some means or other (of which more hereafter) into consciousness of a cer-
tain ‘direction’ finds itself in the presence of an object, not itself, appropriate 
to that condition of consciousness.”55

“Let us abstract from the manner in which the consciousness is evoked,” 
Alexander continued— hence ignoring whether “the act of consciousness is 
evoked by the object itself,” as “in the case of sensation or perception,” or 
“indirectly” by “images, memories, thoughts”— 

and we have in all cases of cognition of an object the compresence of two things, 
the subject in a condition of apprehension, and the object revealed to the ex-
tent to which it is apprehended. The relation is thus the whole situation consti-
tuted by the togetherness of these two things, so far as it connects them. The 
percipient enters into the situation as the act of, say, perception the object, as 
perceived, that is in the form in which it is perceived. The relation is that of this 
togetherness. (Emphasis added.)56

The appeal of Alexander’s line of reasoning for Whitehead lies in the way it 
is generalizable from the cognitive relation to relations between objects as 
such, and that Alexander does in fact so generalize it.57 “Thus the table and 
I are together in precisely the same sense as the table and the chair are to-
gether.”58 “There is nothing in the compresence between the mind and its 
objects to distinguish that relation from the compresence between any two 
objects which it contemplates, like the tree and the grass.”59 A much less 
appealing aspect of Alexander’s approach, as Lowe suggests, is that he ap-
pears to limit his analysis to the generalized subject- object relation (the 
subject’s experience of an object) understood as equivalent to the general-
ized object- object relation (objects’ experiences of one another), while leav-
ing out of his account several different sets of relations no less integral to 
what Whitehead conceptualized as prehension— namely, “the transition 
from object to subject” (past to present experience) and “the concrescence 
of the subject” (the experience of the present).60
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In January 1903 James reviewed a volume for Mind with the title Per-
sonal Idealism: Philosophical Essays by Eight Members of the University of 
Oxford. The interest of the volume lay in part in its contribution to “the 
sense,” as W. J. Mander has observed in a recent history of British idealism, 
that “something akin to a school of like- minded philosophers” had “c[o]me 
to obtain,” and in part in the evidence it supplied that their presence was 
registered even at the seat of Absolute Idealism.61 For our purposes, howev-
er, the interest of the volume lies elsewhere, quite literally, pointing toward 
James as well as the philosopher whom Mander characterizes as “in a sense 
the ‘head’ of the Personal Idealist thinkers” and still another philosopher 
whom Whitehead recalled as “an intimate friend . . . almost from the very 
first day he came to the University.” 62 Even as the volume self- consciously 
pointed inwardly, it unself- consciously pointed away from Oxford in the 
several directions of the two Cambridges and Edinburgh.

“A re- anthropomorphised Universe,” James explained, “is the general out-
come of this philosophy, which on the whole continues Lotze, Sigwart, and 
Renouvier’s line of thinking, although it is so much more radically experien-
tial in tone.” 63 However much he may have disagreed with particulars of the 
arguments made by this band of Personal Idealists (including F. C. S. Schil-
ler, whose “humanism” and James’s pragmatism would remain closely al-
lied), James was determined to keep his eyes on the prize:

I add no criticism— although I think that every essay calls for some objection 
of detail— because I think that the important thing to recognize is that we 
have here a distinct new departure in contemporary thought, the combina-
tion, namely, of a teleological and spiritual inspiration with the same kind of 
conviction that the particulars of experience constitute the stronghold of real-
ity as has usually characterized the materialistic type of mind.64

In his urgent quest for a “revised empiricism” James was ever on the look- 
out for peers who combined empiricism and rationalism in the non- Kantian 
order he found temperamentally, and intellectually, congenial; and if they 
wished to call their worldview “empirical idealism,” he was not going to 
nitpick.65

In any case, the Personal Idealism volume provided James with a terrific 
opportunity to redescribe his radical empiricism, ever in the making:

If empiricism is to be radical it must indeed admit the concrete data of experi-
ence in their full completeness. The only fully complete concrete data are, 
however, the successive moments of our own several histories, taken with their 
subjective personal aspect, as well as with their ‘objective’ deliverance or ‘con-
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tent.’ After the analogy of these moments of experiences must all complete reali-
ty be conceived.

To this asseveration James immediately added:

Radical empiricism thus leads to the assumption of a collectivism of personal 
lives (which may be of any grade of complication, and superhuman or infrahu-
man as well as human), variously cognitive of each other, variously conative 
and impulsive, genuinely evolving and changing by effort and trial, and by 
their interaction and cumulative achievements making up the world. (Empha-
sis added.)66

It is precisely this combination of “moments of experiences,” providing a 
necessary model for “fully complete concrete data,” with “the assumption of a 
collectivism of personal lives”— “of any grade of complication” whatsoever— 
that Whitehead would unpack in the intricately designed speculative philoso-
phy he delivered in his Gifford Lectures at Edinburgh twenty- five years later.67 
There, he elucidated the complex “experiential togetherness” already intro-
duced above, which similarly combines “the concrescence of the subject” (in 
moments of experiences) and “the transition from object to subject” (in soci-
eties or organisms, as Whitehead alternately called them, offering as much 
evidence as one might ask for of the thoroughly robust collectivism of per-
sonal lives— by no means limited to human beings but operating at every 
grade of complication, from higgs bosons to neurons to black holes).

I wonder whether Andrew Seth Pringle- Pattison was able to attend 
Whitehead’s inaugural lecture in Edinburgh.

Mander’s account of Personal Idealism begins with Pringle- Pattison—-
former Chair of Logic and Metaphysics at the University of Edinburgh, 
four- time Gifford lecturer, “Border laird” (on account of an inheritance that 
required him to change his name from Seth to Pringle- Pattison), “arguably, 
the culmination of the Scottish philosophical tradition,” inarguably, “the first 
philosopher to give sustained critical scrutiny to that tradition under the label 
‘Scottish Philosophy,’ ” 68 author among many other works of the 1887 Hegel-
ianism and Personality,69 which established Personal Idealism as a viable al-
ternative to the Absolute Idealism of Green and his disciples, and author of 
the third O.E.D. citation, “Our primitive and basal experience of time is thus 
characterized by a togetherness of parts or elements.”70 In Pringle- Pattison’s 
sentence “thus” refers to a page- long quotation from James’s Principles of 
Psychology, beginning with the frequently- cited observation that “the prac-
tically cognized present is no knife- edge, but a saddle- back with a certain 
breadth of its own on which we sit perched, and from which we look in two 
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directions into time.”71 Pringle- Pattison was not especially interested in 
James, however, but rather in the related proposition by James’s beloved col-
league in the Harvard philosophy department, and neighbor in Cambridge, 
the Absolute Idealist Josiah Royce, who held, as Pringle- Pattison para-
phrased him, that “in the compresence which is thus an essential feature of 
our consciousness of time we therefore already realize, though doubtless on 
an infinitesimal scale, the nature of an eternal consciousness.”72

In a review in Mind of the same work Pringle- Pattison was referring to, 
the second volume of Royce’s The World and the Individual (yet another set 
of Gifford Lectures), J. Ellis McTaggart had called this conception of eter-
nal consciousness “the Specious Present of the Absolute[,] an all- embracing 
Specious Present.”73 With this we return to Whitehead’s Cambridge (on the 
Cam), having first passed, ever so briefly, through James’s Cambridge (on 
the Charles) and Pringle- Pattison’s Edinburgh, each locale supplying the 
academic setting for interrelated if largely uncoordinated responses to the 
internecine controversies among the Oxford Absolute and Personal Ideal-
ists. It was of McTaggart, charismatic Cambridge Hegelian and Idealist, that 
Whitehead remarked: Despite “hav[ing] never read a page of Hegel”— a 
proposition the delight in which only increased for Whitehead when he cor-
rected it, as he did immediately: “That is not true. I remember when I was 
staying with Haldane at Cloan I read one page of Hegel”74— it was nonethe-
less “true that I was influenced by Hegel. I was an intimate friend of McTag-
gart almost from the first day he came to the University, and saw him for a 
few minutes almost daily.”75

From here, it requires just a small interpretative effort to observe that 
what I am calling the robust empiricisms of James and Whitehead com-
pelled them to take seriously the beliefs and arguments of their Idealist 
acquaintances and antagonists— especially the acquaintances who func-
tioned as prized intellectual antagonists— a seriousness they have not al-
ways been accorded in return. McTaggart offers a good example of the 
complexities involved in such interactions, especially insofar as one is pre-
pared to take both James and Whitehead into account. Neither McTaggart 
nor James possessed sympathy for the other’s work, a mutual distrust reg-
istered in the inadequacy of their published remarks. James would have 
been most surprised to find McTaggart classed by Mander as a leading Per-
sonal Idealist, on a par with Pringle- Pattison; he had always treated Mc-
Taggart as an Absolute Idealist and Monist, and a pretty hard- core one at 
that.76 At the same time, the care Whitehead displayed in attending to both 
James’s and Royce’s speculations concerning not just the specious present 
but also how it might conceivably be enlarged permitted him to “think 
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with” his close friend McTaggart (in ways I have not discussed here) even 
as he disagreed with the “feeling of the illusiveness and relative unreality 
of the temporal world” that motivated McTaggart famously to argue for 
“the unreality of time” in the pages of Mind.

I hope to have shown in this essay that the strongly empiricist manner 
in which James and Whitehead responded to (some of) the arguments of 
their Idealist peers, thereby accommodating certain intuitions concerning 
“togetherness” that did not come natively to them as empiricists, illustrates 
one sense of the more robust empiricism that attunement to “experiential 
togetherness” permits. A second sense concerns the way that Whitehead 
and James were able to address claims made on behalf of the “unreality of 
the temporal world” in a manner, and with an efficacy, unavailable to tradi-
tional British empiricism, precisely because they could avail themselves of 
arguments that came together under the heading of “togetherness” as the 
term was used by nineteenth- century British and American Idealists. One 
can argue, although again I do not do so here, that in the decades following 
The Principles of Psychology James was concerned, with increasing urgency 
and speculative rigor, to elucidate exactly what it was that “taking time se-
riously,” in Alexander’s phrasing, entailed, as Whitehead was in equal 
measure in the two- plus decades he was able to devote exclusively to philo-
sophical inquiry. In Whitehead’s case, such elucidation required the com-
plex understanding of “experiential togetherness” he ultimately arrived at, 
as something applying to the transitions from object to subject that permit 
the development of organisms or societies as well as to the concresence of 
the subject. In this regard although Alexander’s empiricism, with its ac-
knowledgment of the insufficiency of sensation as an adequate basis for a 
truly realist empiricism, proved more robust than that permitted either by 
Humean empiricisms or the assorted British idealisms, nevertheless insofar 
as he failed to attend sufficiently to processes of concresence and hence to 
what James in “A World of Pure Experience” termed “the instant field of the 
present,” it remained less robust than the empiricism James and White-
head, separately and together, aspired to and accordingly achieved.77
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North Whitehead, 176). Clearly, where Whitehead might be concerned Alexander did 
not take his angels seriously enough. This raises the question of the extent to which 
Whitehead’s complex reconceptualization of God serves as a corrective of the infinite 
regress threatened by Alexander’s angels. Lowe makes several observations of consid-
erable interest in this regard.

 58. Alexander, “The Method of Metaphysics,” 3.
 59. Alexander, Space, Time, and Deity, 1: 26.
 60. In fact, Alexander does hint at these two forms of relation in the third variety of 

togetherness he lists in the “Introduction” to Space, Time, and Deity: “Not only is there a 
togetherness between the enjoyed and the contemplated, which is the same as that be-
tween two objects contemplated, but there is a togetherness in enjoyment, as when two 
acts of mind are distinguished by us as enjoyed, whether at the same time (e.g., I see a 
friend and hear his voice) or in succession” (1:27). But this is the barest of hints, not yet 
distinguishing between the additional forms of relation. (By “enjoyment,” Alexander 
means something comparable to James’s “knowledge of acquaintance”; contemplation 
is comparable to “knowledge- about.”)

Because the essay is already straining at its word- limits, I leave out two stages in the 
present argument. The first puts flesh on Whitehead’s notion of prehension on the basis 
of several remarks concerning “terms expressive of the connectedness of things” in the 
chapter on “Philosophic Method” in Adventures of Ideas (230). Here Whitehead focus-
es on his use of “prehension” and “feeling” in light of what he takes to be Bradley’s and 
James’s similar generalizations of “feeling.” He also makes relevant observations con-
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cerning “togetherness” and the frequent “misuse” of “the term ‘together’” (236). Sec-
ondly, I am leaving out any discussion of the corresponding use by James of the term 
“togetherness” which occurs in his essay on “The Thing and Its Relations,” Journal of 
Philosophy, Psychology, and Scientific Methods 2 (January 19, 1905), later included as an 
appendix to his Pluralistic Universe. The two instances of “togetherness” in this essay 
are in fact quotations from a key essay by Bradley, on “The Contrary and the Dispa-
rate,” which appeared in Mind in 1896 and was included (“with omissions”) in the ap-
pendix to the second edition of Appearance and Reality as “Note A. Contradiction and 
the Contrary.” The dueling appendixes return us to Alexander, who in the second of his 
1912 essays in Mind (“On Relations”) includes footnotes both to Bradley’s appendix 
(albeit to “Note B. Relation and Quality”) and to James’s “The Thing and Its Relations,” 
about which Alexander observes: “Since I corrected this paper for the press, I discover 
that I have neglected to read James’s paper on The Thing and its Relations printed as 
Appendix A of A Pluralistic Universe. What is said above and in the remainder of the 
section as to the continuity of the terms and their relation does not add anything to 
what is said by James in that paper” (307).

 61. W. J. Mander, British Idealism: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 366.

 62. Ibid., 409; Whitehead “Process and Reality,” 116.
 63. William James, review of Personal Idealism: Philosophical Essays by Eight Mem-

bers of the University of Oxford, ed. Henry Stuart, Mind, n.s., no. 45 (January 1903), 94. 
Compare this with the opening of Alexander’s 1914 address to the British Academy; see 
Samuel Alexander, The Basis of Realism (London: Oxford University Press, 1914). “The 
temper of Realism is to de- anthropomorphize,” he announced: “to order man and 
mind to their proper place among the world of finite things; on the one hand to divest 
physical things of the colouring which they have received from the vanity or arrogance 
of mind; and on the other to assign them along with minds their due measure of self- 
existence” (1). Whitehead demonstrated in a manner that neither the Personal Idealists 
nor Alexander could that such de- anthropomorphizing required a concomitant re- 
anthropomorphizing and vice versa. “Dear Dr. Carus, the world is wide enough for both 
you and me to live on our differing philosophies,” James might propose— such is the 
pluralism embraced by Whitehead as well, and it was certainly not limited to persons 
(Bishop, “The Carus- James Controversy,” 520).

 64. James, review of Personal Idealism, 97.
 65. Ibid., 94. For the immediate context of “revised empiricism” in A Pluralistic Uni-

verse (1909) in Writings 1902– 1910, see below; also see the excellent essay by Alexander 
Klein, “On Hume on Space: Green’s Attack, James’ Empirical Response,” Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 47, no. 3 (July 2009).

 66. James, review of Personal Idealism, 97.
 67. Albeit correcting James’s “cognitive” with the more general relation of prehen-

sion. “I will use the word prehension,” Whitehead would explain in Science and the Mod-
ern World, “for uncognitive apprehension; by this I mean apprehension which may or 
may not be cognitive” (69).

 68. According to the International Association for Scottish Philosophy website; see 
http://www.scottishphilosophy.org/andrew-seth-pringle-pattison.html.

 69. Reviewed by none other than James for the Nation (review of Hegelianism 
and Personality, by Andrew Seth, Nation, no. 1186 [March 22, 1888]) and with great 
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enthusiasm. In the course of a generation, James proposed, “the indigenous form of 
empiricism” of the “English- speaking lands” had been “outgrown,” with Mill and Bain 
overthrown by the “critical work” of “Anglo- Hegelianism.” Yet little in the way of “con-
structive work” had hitherto been achieved. In Hegelianism and Personality (Edin-
burgh: Blackwood, 1887) “Professor Seth inflicts what are pretty sure to be mortal 
wounds, and overtly arrays himself against that saintly man, but strenuously feeble 
writer, Green, the leader of the school.” Moreover, the disciple- turned- critic offers inti-
mations of a more constructive project: “Professor Seth plants himself squarely on ex-
periential and pluralistic ground, refuses to interpret as a universal consciousness that 
‘ego’ which (as analysis shows) is involved in the nature of knowledge.” It was with 
this pleasing image still before him that James concluded by inquiring: “Why, with all 
the spoils of the enemy’s camp to enrich him, will he not now set forth empiricism in an 
adequate and modern way?” (246). Alas it was not to be, and James was himself obliged 
to make the great effort. Twenty years later in the opening lecture of A Pluralistic Uni-
verse, delivered at Oxford, James almost exactly repeats the description of this “school 
of thought, which, on the whole, has reigned supreme at Oxford and in the Scottish 
universities til the present day.” “But now there are signs of its giving way to a wave of 
revised empiricism” (633). A final rhetorical question in the review of Pringle- Pattison’s 
book, which James directed no less at himself in reviewing the book (and in endlessly 
reviewing the contemporary psychological literature) than at Pringle- Pattison, proved 
all too prescient of the author of a subsequent work on “the idea of God in the light of 
recent philosophy”: “Can it be that he, too, finds this sorry writing of books about other 
books, which is the bane of our generation, so much the easier task?” (246). Here is Man-
der’s somewhat more tempered assessment of Hegelianism and Personality: Pringle- 
Pattison “objects that the idealism of Green and his followers errs grievously in turning 
Kant’s theory of knowledge into a metaphysic of existence . . . . The principal cause of this 
error . . . is the Hegelian lens through which they read Kant. . . . . Worst of all, Pringle- 
Pattison objects, Hegel speaks throughout his writings of self- consciousness, spirit, or in-
telligence in general without, apparently, appreciating that these are just abstractions, and 
that only individual spirits or intelligences are real” (Mander, British Idealism, 257– 58.)

Again, due to limitations of space, I must set to one side the next stage of the present 
argument, concerning James’s own use of “togetherness” in a note to his essay “On Some 
Hegelisms,” Mind, no. 26 (April 1882), which appeared a decade before Conybeare’s 
usage in The Monist. (The essay was reprinted, fifteen years later, in The Will to Believe.) 
Unsurprisingly, the sense of “togetherness” James associated with Hegel along with the 
American Hegelians who formed the backdrop of his essay was entirely different from 
the Whiteheadian understanding of the term. Equally to the point is the introduction of 
“togetherness,” used in this Hegelian sense, into translations of Hegel’s Phenomenology 
of Spirit (or Mind), particularly the 1910 translation by James Black Baillie, a product of 
Trinity College, Cambridge (The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie [London: 
Swan Sonnenschein, 1910])— and whom Mander describes as the “most conservative of 
all the British Idealist commentators[,] tend[ing] always to go back to the historical 
Hegel himself; whose very idiom also he swallowed, much detracting from the overall 
clarity and coherence of his writing.” (“After the First World War,” however, Baillie “re-
jected Hegelianism,” replacing it with a variant of Personal Idealism [Mander, British 
Idealism, 48].) This stage in the argument concludes with a three- way contrast of (1) the 
Hegelian sense of togetherness as James criticized it in his discussion of Hegel in A Plu-



 OF “EXPERIENTIAL TOGETHERNESS” 359

ralistic Universe (without actually using the term); (2) Bradley’s sense in the passages 
James cites from him in the same work, where the term is used; and (3) the various alter-
nate terms James used in A Pluralistic Universe and other works (such as “co- conscious,” 
“interpenetrate,” “self- compound”) to describe the “modern” empiricist views he sought 
to formulate.

 70. Pringle- Pattison, The Idea of God in the Light of Recent Philosophy, 354. Here is 
an interesting fact: although the three citations from the O.E.D. are dated between 
1892 and 1920, the birth dates of their authors were all between 1856 and 1859. White-
head was born in 1861. So Conybeare, Alexander, and Pringle- Pattison were his exact 
contemporaries.

 71. James, Principles of Psychology, 574.
 72. Pringle- Pattison, Hegelianism and Personality, 354.
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Mind, n.s., no. 44 (October 1902): 558– 61. McTaggart’s review appeared in the issue of 
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 74. Elsewhere Whitehead suggests that although this may have been strictly true, it 
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Nature of Existence, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1921, 1927), 
which as Mander observes, “did not appear until the end of his life”; still “McTaggart 
arrived early on at his basic metaphysical system to which, despite considerable change 
in the argument he offered for it, he adhered throughout his life” (Mander, British Ide-
alism, 370).

 77. William James, “A World of Pure Experience,” in Essays in Radical Empiricism, 
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FOURT EEN

The Order of Nature  
and the Creation of Societies
Michael Halewood

It is relevant to point out, how superficial are our controversies  
on sociological theory apart from some more fundamental 

determination of what we are talking about.
— Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas

To state, as seems to be done in the title of this essay, that there is an 
order to nature that is distinct from an active social realm runs the risk of 
painting Whitehead as a somewhat traditional thinker. It is to situate him 
as an advocate of the abiding split between the hard natural sciences, which 
are concerned with the blind, mechanistic laws of the physical world, and 
those softer sociocultural analyses, which deal with the contingent pat-
terns of human behavior. Even if it is agreed that the study of the social is 
indeed scientific, there are few who would nowadays maintain that the 
laws that supposedly govern the objects and subjects of the social arena can 
be delineated with the same kind of certainty as that which physicists 
claim for themselves. There remains, therefore, an apparent gulf between 
the kind of order to be found in nature and that which might be tentatively 
traced in the political, economic, or cultural realm. Is this Whitehead’s 
position? The answer is certainly “no.” But it is the way in which he pro-
duces this “no” that is of interest. For, Whitehead does not simply dismiss 
nature or science, and he also refuses to accept that the social is something 
that immediately makes sense on its own terms.

Most importantly, he challenges us to ask what it is that we think we are 
talking about when we use the word “social” or “society.” Those working 
within sociology, social theory, and the social sciences tend to use the word 
“social” a lot. This is quite understandable. But do we always know what we 
mean by the term? Often we use it in its adjectival form, when we talk of 
social relations, social networks, or social media, for example. Yet, we also 
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like to talk of the social; we are happy to treat it as a noun. Alongside such 
notions, the term “society” is also often evoked. Though we might be more 
wary than we used to be with regard to such a concept, it still lurks within 
our thoughts and our writings. Bruno Latour1 has made much of the diffi-
culties involved in current conceptions of the social and society as well as 
the way that these are studied by sociology. Indeed, he has expressed his 
wish to replace the last of these terms with that of “associology.”2 While 
I am sympathetic to much of Latour’s critique, I do not want to go as far as 
he does. My aim, in this essay, is to use the work of Whitehead to make 
some moves in clarifying “what we are talking about” with regard to the 
social and societies. This will also involve an important reconsideration of 
both the social and the natural.

To point ahead to one of Whitehead’s most potent claims: he suggests 
that to assume that the social is solely or primarily a human affair is un-
warranted and presumptuous. As will be seen, Whitehead neither accepts 
nor disregards either nature or society. Instead, he initially complicates but 
then clarifies the situation with regard to the thorny problem of their inter-
relation, as will be discussed throughout this essay.

Whitehead on Order and Disorder

Talcott Parsons (1902– 1979) was probably the most influential, 
though not the best, American social theorist of the twentieth century. It 
was certainly he who made the question and concept of social order central 
to sociological theory.3 By “social order,” Parsons meant those on- going 
elements that enable a society to endure. It does not necessarily mean that 
such a society is internally regimented, cohesive, or smooth- running. Rather, 
social order refers to the wider social structures, and the relations between 
these, which means that the same society could be said to exist over time. 
Nevertheless, his concept of social order is one that tends to emphasize 
continuity and conformity at the expense of innovation or creativity. Inter-
estingly, Parsons’s career at Harvard overlapped with that of Whitehead 
and there was certainly some influence between them even if Parsons 
sometimes misunderstood Whitehead.4 One example of this was precisely 
the question of social order. For Parsons tends to assume that the social-
ness of such social order is self- explanatory; it involves the institutions, 
values, and behavior of humans in social groups. This is more of a descrip-
tion than an explanation as it invokes the very term social (as in “social 
groups”) to justify its account of social order. It is just this kind of approach 
that lays Parsons (and others) open to Whitehead’s charge, as cited at the 
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start of this essay, with regard to “how superficial are our controversies on 
sociological theory apart from some more fundamental determination of 
what we are talking about.”

Such a “fundamental determination” is precisely what Whitehead sets 
about in his elaboration of his concept of societies in Process and Reality. 
His fullest discussion of these entities is to be found in part 2, chapter 3 of 
the text, which, notably, is titled “The Order of Nature.” This should alert 
us immediately that Whitehead has no truck or need for a simple division 
between nature and society. Indeed he leaves the very status of nature open 
at this stage, for his concern in these passages is the very concept of order. 
“The present chapter is wholly concerned with the topic of ‘order’” (PR, 83). 
Didier Debaise has made an in- depth and convincing account of White-
head’s development of his concept of order in Process and Reality, and it 
should be noted that the reading that I offer below relies heavily upon his 
account and analysis.5

Whitehead’s first point is that there is no such substantive thing as order 
and, consequently, that order cannot be understood without reference to 
its corollary, namely, disorder.6 Order is real and so is disorder, but they can 
only occur in relation to each other: “Order is, above all, a relative term.”7 

But this is not to completely relativize these notions, for there is a major dif-
ference between relativism and relationism, and Whitehead is speaking of 
the latter. In doing so, he uses a term that, as Stengers points out, has great 
importance for him, namely, that of “contrast”8: “the correlative of ‘order’ is 
‘disorder.’ There can be no peculiar meaning in the notion of ‘order’ unless 
this contrast holds” (PR, 83).

Whitehead goes on to say, “‘Order’ is a mere generic term: there can only 
be some definite specific ‘order’ not merely ‘order’ in the vague” (PR, 83). 
That is to say, despite the high level of abstraction at which Whitehead is 
working, he is aware that, in order to have purchase, his concept of order 
must not attempt to capture some general realm of orderliness that is dislo-
cated from, or prior to, actual manifestations of order. Indeed order makes 
sense only in reference to specific occurrences of orderliness. That which is 
orderly about such occurrences is what Whitehead refers to as “adaptation 
for the attainment of an end” (PR, 83). By this he reasserts a vital element 
of his philosophy, that of “process” (as in the title of his major work— 
Process and Reality). For, the orderliness of order is not simply a repetition 
or reaction to that which comes before, to “givenness.” Givenness certainly 
plays a role; however “‘order’ means more than ‘givenness,’ though it pre-
supposes ‘givenness’” (PR, 83). If this were the case, if order were simply 
the replication of the past, even if in a different form, then Whitehead 
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would remain within the grips of a philosophy of necessity and fixed, im-
mutable laws or logical possibilities. And, as Shaviro has pointed out, the 
major aim and accomplishment of Whitehead’s philosophy is precisely to 
place genuine novelty at the heart of his conceptual scheme and of existence 
itself.9 The notion of an “attainment of an end,” as referred to above, is how 
Whitehead achieves this shift. For, each occasion of orderliness is constitut-
ed by a novel incorporation of that which is given, along with a self- generating 
aim at being something different. To put it another way, the orderliness of an 
occasion equally involves establishing a past (constituting certain elements 
as given) and promulgating a future (that which is aimed at).

This introduction of “ends” that are to be attained might, to some, smack 
of teleology with all the associated problems of ideal goals that supposedly 
give reason and purpose to all existence— fixed or eternal ideals to which 
all things and people are inexorably drawn. This is certainly not White-
head’s position.

There is not just one ideal ‘order’ which all actual entities should attain and fail 
to attain. In each case there is an ideal peculiar to each particular actual 
entity. . . . The notion of one ideal arises from the disastrous overmoralization 
of thought under the influence of fanaticism, or pedantry. (PR, 84)

Whitehead further distances his position from any traditional concept of 
teleology through the emphasis that he places on “failure.” Whilst the aim 
at the attainment of an end is a real motivational element of each orderly 
occasion, the actual attainment or realization of such an end is always 
doomed to failure. This is for two reasons. First, as the ends to be attained 
do not exist in some separate realm prior to the specific bid for their attain-
ment, then there is nothing (no thing) to attain, as such. Each end is gener-
ated anew on each occasion. Secondly, each occasion of order is a specific 
occasion which occurs in relation to a specific occurrence of givenness; 
givenness is not a substratum of existence. Instead, the givenness out of 
which the bid for novelty arises has the more limited role of partially com-
prising the environment within which such a bid plays out. Givenness, there-
by, both enables and inhibits the end that is being aimed for. This inclusion 
of that which enables and inhibits is Whitehead’s definition of “disorder”:

every definite total phase of ‘givenness’ involves a reference to that specific 
‘order’ which is its dominant ideal, and involves the specific ‘disorder’ due to its 
inclusion of ‘given’ components which exclude the attainment of the full ideal. 
The attainment is partial, and thus there is ‘disorder’; but there is some attain-
ment, and thus there is some ‘order.’ (PR, 83– 84)
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This returns us to one of the initial points made in this section, namely, the 
correlation of order and disorder. At first sight, Whitehead’s statement— 
though I paraphrase— that “there can be no order without disorder, and 
vice versa” might have seemed like a rather general, even banal, aphorism 
with little critical insight. It should now be clear that Whitehead’s insis-
tence upon the contrast between order and disorder as integral to all occa-
sions of existence is a bold philosophical statement. It asks us to think these 
two terms together without reducing one to the other. This will enable them 
to keep their conceptual and practical force. But it is quite a demand to en-
visage such a non- relativized doublet as inhering in all existence.

It should be noted, at this point, that no mention has yet been made of 
either nature or society, even though these terms were set up as the main 
concerns of this chapter. The reason for this is that while Whitehead does 
mention these in section 1 of chapter 3 (PR, 83– 89), he does so only in pass-
ing, turning to a full consideration of them only in section 2.10 This careful 
procedure might be seen as a case of Whitehead taking his own advice re-
garding the need to undertake a “more fundamental determination of what 
we are talking about.” There is no point in talking about the “order of na-
ture” if we are unsure of what order is. So, with this notion of order now 
established, it is possible to move on to the status of nature and societies.

Order and Disorder in Nature and Society

The nature of nature is, of course, hard to ascertain. And Whitehead 
does not attempt to provide a once- and- for- all definition. Instead, he is in-
terested in an elaboration of the “order of nature,” which he approaches 
thus: “We speak of the ‘order of nature,’ meaning thereby the order reign-
ing in that limited portion of the universe, or even of the surface of the 
earth, which has come under our observation” (PR, 89). As will be clear, 
Whitehead is not attempting to provide a concept of nature at this point; 
this is no philosophy of nature.11 It is, rather, an outline of the problematic 
that he wants to address at this juncture— that is, how order (and disorder) 
manifest themselves in existence. What is striking, for philosophers, scien-
tists, and social theorists, is that his first move is to introduce his own spe-
cific concept of “society” or “societies.” As Debaise puts it: “What are the 
‘orders’ at the heart of nature called? To what does this notion refer? Es-
sentially, it refers to societies.”12 Or, as Whitehead writes: “The term ‘soci-
ety’ will always be restricted to mean a nexus of actual entities which are 
‘ordered’ among themselves” (PR, 89). The use of inverted commas should 
warn us that Whitehead is aware that neither “societies” nor “order” have 
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been fully explained here. But it does point to Whitehead’s distinctive po-
sition, that the order of nature (whatever that is) can only be understood 
with reference to “societies.” There is to be no utter gulf between the natu-
ral and the social, nature and nurture, the individual and society. Societies 
are those elements of existence that exhibit and express the orderliness of 
existence and that therefore comprise those enduring things of the world 
that are encountered by the other enduring things of the world (be they 
humans, plants, galaxies, rocks, molecules, or televisions).

The important distinction between the purely metaphysical account of 
existence that Whitehead develops in Process and Reality, when he is con-
cerned with discussing “actual entities,” “eternal objects,” “actual occasions,” 
“prehensions,” and so forth, can, and must, be distinguished from his “cos-
mological” discussions of how the processes and principles that inhere in 
such entities are displayed in those enduring items of the world— items 
that encounter each other and that we, as humans, encounter: namely, 
societies. “It is the mistake that has thwarted European metaphysics 
from the time of the Greeks . . . to confuse societies with the completely 
real things which are the actual occasions” (AI, 204). Unfortunately, this 
confusion has also dogged many commentators and commentaries on 
Whitehead, as Debaise13 and Stengers14 have pointed out. As stated previ-
ously, Debaise’s text15 stands out as an important marker of the need both 
to focus on the role of societies within Whitehead’s work and to draw out 
its consequences.16

For the moment, and for the purposes of this essay, there are two points 
that need to be made. The first is that Whitehead has managed to introduce 
both nature (or, more precisely, the order of nature) and societies without 
mentioning humans. As I have discussed elsewhere,17 the fact that White-
head is able to develop an account of societies and the social that is not 
predicated on the relation between humans, but that does not exclude spe-
cific human societies, as usually conceived, is a radical but productive 
challenge to sociological and social theory; it is one that must be taken se-
riously and that could offer new approaches to some thorny old problems 
(such as those of structure and agency, “sex” and gender). Secondly, White-
head does not try to define or substantiate his concepts of nature and soci-
ety. They are correlative, in a similar way to that in which order and disor-
der are correlative. That is to say, he is not relativizing them, he is not 
dismissing them, he does not want to deny all elements of our usual under-
standing of these terms. But he does want to foreground that they derive 
their specificity not from some kind of internal essence but from the con-
trast and contrasts upon which they rely and which they produce. It is these 
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that enable them to be what they are, to endure and to have effects. I will 
return to this point below.

At this stage, however, it might be objected that Whitehead has not re-
ally told us what is “social” about societies. What makes them exhibit the 
order of nature? His intriguing answer is that societies are social insofar as 
they express an orderliness within nature. Unlike Parsons,18 who starts 
by assuming that there is a self- sufficient realm of the social that is utterly 
human and is, in some ill- defined, yet implacable and resolute way, di-
vorced and different from the natural, Whitehead places the social at the 
heart of the natural. For, as far as nature is ordered, it is social; it exhibits a 
“social order.”

A Society is a nexus which ‘illustrates’ or ‘shares in,’ some type of ‘Social 
Order.’ ‘Social Order’ can be defined as follows:— ‘A nexus enjoys “social 
order” when (i) there is a common element of form illustrated in the definite-
ness of each of its included actual entities, and (ii) this common element of 
form arises in each member of the nexus by reason of the conditions imposed 
upon it by its prehensions of some other members of the nexus, and (iii) these 
prehensions impose that condition of reproduction by reason of their inclu-
sion of positive feelings involving that common form . . .’ (AI, 203)

What is social about social order therefore involves the notions of form 
and prehension.

The term “form” refers not to some realm of ideal Platonic forms (which 
actual entities or societies aim at) but the manner in which actual entities 
mutually prehend or grasp each other, thereby establishing a consistency 
that enables them to be, to endure, and to be recognized as a coherent “in-
dividual.” As Debaise puts it: “That which Whitehead calls an element 
of form is none other than that which, at the level of actual entities, refers 
to the manner or the how, that is to say, the mode of prehension.”19 As has 
been discussed elsewhere,20 the manner and mode of activity introduce the 
notion of the “adverbial.” That is to say, rather than being substantive things 
in the usual sense (objects), societies derive their “thingness” through the 
way in which their constituents cohere. Societies should not be considered 
as primarily noun- like— that is, as having some inner core of which quali-
ties are predicated.21 Instead, societies come to be and endure through the 
shared manner in which their constituents regard each other.22 As such, 
quality is dominant over quantity, and the best way to understand and 
 describe societies is to conceive of them as primarily adverbial.

The importance of the manner in which the components of a society re-
gard each other and thereby hold themselves together refers to Whitehead’s 
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specific rendering of the term “prehension.” If the “identity” of a society is 
constituted by the common manner of prehension of its members, then that 
which does not prehend in that manner will be excluded from that society. 
The word “excluded” is, however, too strong, as it invokes notions of an ac-
tive form of negation carried out by a traditional kind of agent. This is not 
Whitehead’s point. Rather, he emphasizes the notion of “likeness.” “The 
members of a society are alike . . . by reason of their common character” (PR, 
89). The different characters of different societies are to be understood in 
terms of their likeness of character. The differences between societies are not 
to be thought of as divisive (though they are decisive) or exclusionary (though 
the members of one society will exclude those of others). The likeness of 
character once again brings the notion of quality to the fore, with regard 
to the existence of a society. And this, in turn, returns us to the notion of 
“contrast.” For, it is the very contrast between the adverbial manner in 
which the members of one society commonly prehend and the different 
(contrasting) adverbial manner in which the members of another society 
commonly prehend that makes each society a definite individual. This 
contrast is not simply between societies; it inheres within the society, there-
by making it what it is. A hot stone and a cold stone are not different be-
cause there is some secret core of an implacable stone lying in wait to 
sometimes take on the quality of being hot, sometimes that of being cold, 
while somehow, mysteriously, remaining the same underneath. Instead, 
the mutual feeling of hotness by the component parts that make up that 
society that we call “this hot stone” are in contrast to the mutual feeling of 
coldness by the component parts of another society that we call “this cold 
stone.” To put it another way, one stone feels itself hotly and the other feels 
itself coldly.

To sum up: Whitehead’s concept of societies is one that places the so-
cial, in terms of social order and societies, at the heart of existence, at the 
heart of nature. He also manages to elaborate his concept of the social 
without reference to, and without predicating it upon, the existence, in-
tentions, beliefs, thoughts, actions, or prejudices of humans. In doing 
so, he avoids the otherwise seemingly unavoidable split between the con-
cerns and approaches of the harder sciences and those of social and cul-
tural theory. There is no need to “bring things back in” to social theory 
since they were always already there. At the same time, it may be felt that 
Whitehead, despite his detailed analysis of the sociality of the social, has 
not told us much about the sociological (whatever that might be). This 
will be addressed in a later section, following a discussion of the creation 
of societies.
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The Creation of Societies

To speak of “the creation of societies” quickly raises the question of 
who or what does the creating. Is it some external force that creates societ-
ies? Or, do they forge themselves out of nothing? For Whitehead, to frame 
the question in such ways is to limit the possible responses. Before pro-
ceeding to an outline of Whitehead’s own formulation of a response, it is 
worthwhile pointing out that his concept of creativity is very particular. 
More than that, and surprising as it may seem, Whitehead coined the word 
“creativity” in the late 1920s as a technical, philosophical term to explicate 
a vital element of his philosophy.23

In terms of the role of creativity within the formation of societies, a cru-
cial aspect is provided by what Whitehead calls, deploying another of his 
technical terms, “eternal objects.” The status and efficacy of these, within 
Process and Reality, are complex, and there is not space here to fully dis-
cuss them. For the purposes of the present argument, eternal objects can 
be considered as having two major roles.

1. Insofar as societies gain individuality through a shared mode of pre-
hension, so that how this prehending occurs makes that society what it is, 
then eternal objects express this “how,” this manner of becoming. But, this 
“how” is not a simple reaction to the past: “the how of feeling . . . is not fully 
determined by the data.” (PR, 85)

2. Given that order is not merely a replication or repetition of the past 
and that there is always an “attainment of an end,” eternal objects charac-
terize this aim at the future. (see PR, 85– 6)

To return to the question of “creation,” it should first be noted that there 
is a distinction to be drawn between creativity and creation. The first is a 
general, metaphysical category, designed to express the fluency of exis-
tence; the latter is concerned with the specific occurrences of creativity 
that inhere in existence. Yet, Whitehead does not discuss the coming- to- be 
of societies in terms of creativity or creation, as such. To do so would be to 
invite us to rely upon the usual categories of thought whereby something 
is created by something or someone else. But Whitehead is attempting to 
elicit a new mode of thought. To this end, he writes: “The point of a ‘soci-
ety’ as the term is used here, is that it is self- sustaining, in other words, that 
it is its own reason” (AI, 203). To search for a reason external to that society 
is to posit an external creating force where there is none. “Outside” of the 
society, prior to the society, there is only what might be called “undetermi-
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nation”24 or disorder. “Beyond these societies there is disorder, where ‘dis-
order’ is a relative term expressing the lack of importance possessed by the 
defining characteristics of the societies in question beyond their own 
bounds” (PR, 92). It might be said that the reason for a society comes- to- be 
with the coming- to- be of that society; a society’s reason does not exist be-
fore the creation of that society; it is an outcome of that society’s self- 
creation. “Thus in a society, the members can only exist by reason of the 
laws which dominate the society, and the laws only come into being by 
reason of the analogous characters of the members of the society” (PR, 91). 
Whitehead does not deny regularity or law- like behavior, but he does re-
fuse to posit societies as simply examples of already existing reasons or 
laws. Societies are not derived from more fundamental conditions; they 
establish the conditions for their own existence and, thereby, impose 
conditions upon the rest of existence. What is creative about a society is 
the specific, adverbial, manner in which it establishes these conditions, 
as opposed to the alternative ways in which it could have established it-
self (the stone feels itself hotly, not coldly). “Each task of creation is a so-
cial effort” (PR, 223).

There is, therefore, a creativity inherent in the self- identity of each soci-
ety, which is precisely that which differentiates it from other societies; this 
provides the society with its definiteness of individuality. It is in this re-
spect that a society could be referred to as “self- creating,” self- caused or 
causa sui. “The self- identity of a society is founded upon the self- identity of 
its defining characteristics, and upon the mutual immanence of its occa-
sions” (AI, 204). Whitehead’s use of the phrase “mutual immanence” is cru-
cial. It reminds us of one of the most important aspects of his very defini-
tion of a society: namely, that the manner of the mutual regarding of each 
member of that society makes that society what it is. “The members of the 
society are alike because, by reason of their common character, they im-
pose on other members of the society the conditions which lead to that 
likeness” (AI, 204). As Debaise25 makes clear, in order to approach a full 
understanding of Whitehead’s point, it is necessary to conceive of his no-
tion of existence as a mode of “possession”; existence is a matter of “hav-
ing” rather than simply “being”: “The notion of ‘societies’ develops further 
the primacy of having [l’avoir] over being [l’être] by placing identity within 
having [l’avoir].”26 This is why societies are their own reason. It is the simi-
lar mode of membership of that society that enables its members to cohere 
and inhere, to create the specificity that is that society. It is the novel man-
ner of this coherence that establishes their specific identity. There is no 
identity prior to that coherence. This enables a full definition of a society, 
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finally, to be given, which Debaise does in the following way: “We now 
obtain the conditions for a definition of societies, in the form of a precise 
question which must be asked of each of them: what does a society possess 
in terms of its components and how do these hold themselves together?”27

Whitehead’s account of the creation of societies challenges us to rethink 
the relations between an individual and society, its members and the envi-
ronment: “a society is, for each of its members, an environment with some 
element of order in it, persisting by reason of the genetic relations between 
its own members. Such an element of order is the order prevalent in the 
society” (PR, 90). This reference to “order” neatly links to the initial discus-
sion of this chapter, where order was established as that relative and rela-
tional term whereby nature organizes itself into particular moments of 
specificity; it is thus creative insofar as there is the creation of a society. 
There is, therefore, no problematic distinction between the natural and the 
social, the real and the artificial, the genetic and the cultural. This mention 
of the cultural is one that leads to a phrase that Stengers regards as one of 
the most important elements of Whitehead’s account of societies, indeed, 
of his philosophy as a whole, namely that of “a culture of interstices.”28 This 
entails that it is not objects or things that are externally related; rather, it is 
the junctions within things that constitute such objects and such things. 
To put this important point another way: interstices should be given ana-
lytical priority over objects and subjects. For objects and subjects are out-
comes of a manner of combination. It is this “manner of combination” that 
constitutes a culture (rather than some enduring “way of life.” Hence, inso-
far as all that we normally consider to be objects are really societies, Stengers 
further points out that “Everything is sociology.”29 Whitehead would agree, 
and would do so in a dual manner. Firstly, at the metaphysical level, all en-
during existence is a matter of societies. This condition also applies at the 
“human” level, in that what is normally considered to constitute a human 
society does not escape the demands of Whitehead’s metaphysics. Sociolo-
gy, as the study of human societies, has its place, though it is a very specific 
one, as will be discussed in the next section.

Whitehead’s “Sociology”

As has been discussed elsewhere,30 Whitehead was very careful with 
his use of words with regard to the distinction between the dual terms of 
society and the social as opposed to sociology and the sociological. The first 
two of these refer to the metaphysical aspect of his argument, and, as dis-
cussed above, they demarcate the manner in which the things of the world 
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come to endure. Such societies and their enactment of the social are wide-
spread and are not premised on, or limited to, the activity of humans. 
Having said this, that which applies to wider modes of existence will also 
apply to that which is normally considered to be human societies. Howev-
er, a word of warning must be given here. Although Whitehead does not 
always make it as clear as he might, when he discusses human societies and 
deploys the words “sociology” and “sociological” to do so, he is not referring 
to the usual conception of human societies.

His longest consideration of the status of human societies is to be found 
in part 1 of Adventures of Ideas (AI, 3– 100), which is aptly titled “Sociologi-
cal.” This can, at first sight, appear to be a slightly traditional, old- fashioned, 
even limited account of the development of Western “civilization,” given 
that it seems to trace the history of mentalities from Greek philosophy to 
the early twentieth- century United Kingdom and United States via the rise 
of the early Christian Church, the Reformation, and positivism, amongst 
other factors. It is not my aim here to defend the content of Whitehead’s 
account. But I do wish to draw out the kind of sociology that he attempts to 
develop, with a view to clarifying its challenge to contemporary under-
standings of the remit of this discipline.

While dictionary definitions are not always helpful, the broad statement 
that sociology is “the study of the development, organization, functioning 
and classification of human societies”31 might offer a reasonable starting 
point when trying to approach contemporary renditions of this term. This is 
not, however, how Whitehead uses the term— though he does not offer an 
alternative definition. Instead, his sense of the word needs to be derived 
from his usage of it.

The following discussion might appear to “list” the different ways in which 
Whitehead uses the term “sociology” but it is intended as more than that. By 
identifying the shared concern that runs through these diverse usages, I 
think it is possible to eke out a clearer and deeper understanding of his con-
cept of sociology. To jump ahead, sociology has something to do with under-
standing how humans are, and have been, made human. This search for the 
“how” is in sharp contrast to any search for “what” makes humans human. A 
search for a “what” is liable to fall into essentialism. The search for a “how” 
will provide a fuller grasp of what we have become and what we might yet be.

Although Whitehead uses the adjective “sociological” roughly twenty 
times in part 1 of Adventures of Ideas, to my knowledge, he resorts to the 
specific word “sociology” only three times. On the first occasion, he states: 
“The religion of Plato is founded on his conception of what a God can be . . . 
and his sociology is derived from his conception of what a man can be” 
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(AI, 12). Here “sociology” is not “the study of” something; it is more of a 
theoretical description of what could be rather than what is. There is some 
resonance with Whitehead’s description of his own philosophical approach 
as “speculative” as set out in chapter 1 of Process and Reality (PR, 3– 17). 
Here, the emphasis is not on listing the facts of existence (or, by analogy, the 
social world) but of carving out a forward- looking conceptual scheme that 
is coherent, adequate, and applicable to that which exists, has existed, and 
will come to exist (PR, 3). Sociology, therefore, clearly has something to do 
with humans but it is not simply an analysis of what humans are, in terms of 
their relations with each other. It is both more and less than that. It is the 
attempt to draw out what it is that makes us what we are and points to what 
we could be.

In his second reference to sociology in Adventures of Ideas, Whitehead 
states:

There were great civilizations. But they became arrested, and the arrest is the 
point of our enquiry. We have to understand the reasons for the greatness and 
the final barriers to advancement. Of course, such an ambitious design is ab-
surd. It would mean the solution of the main problem of sociology. What can 
be done, is to note some indications of relevant tones of mind apparently wide-
ly spread in various districts at different epochs. (AI, 79)

On this occasion, there does seem to be a nod toward sociology as the 
study of something. Yet, that which it studies is not human societies as 
such. Rather, that which is of interest is the process of the rise of “civiliza-
tions”32 and equally that which inhibits this. There is also the indication 
that it is impossible to provide a once- and- for- all account or reason for 
this. Sociology can never be complete. What can be offered, however, is an 
analysis of the “relevant tones of mind” that manifest themselves through-
out history. It is not that there are simply states of minds or sets of ideas 
that are to be discovered. Rather, there are the manners, the modes, in 
which minds operate, which again signals the importance of the notion of 
the adverbial.

This links to Whitehead’s third reference to sociology in Adventures of 
Ideas. Building on the declaration that it is “tones of mind” that are of in-
terest, Whitehead asserts that he wishes to identify how those factors 
“which were present sporadically and as the dreams of individuals, or as a 
faint tinge upon other modes of mentality, received a new importance. . . . 
The question is to understand how this shift of emphasis happened, and to 
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recognize the effects of this shift upon the sociology of the Western World” 
(AI, 8). Here “sociology” seems to refer to a way of being—  to the way of 
being of a certain epoch or “civilization.” The task that Whitehead sets 
himself is to analyze this in terms of the changing “modes of mentality” 
that suffuse different epochs.

As will have been noticed, there is a different emphasis in each of White-
head’s three deployments of “sociology”; yet running through all of them is 
an interest not so much in what makes humans human but in how humans 
have been made human, and the role of mentality within this. Such con-
cerns and interest might appear, to many, to be a form of philosophical or 
sociological idealism— what makes us human are our ideas; what makes us 
social humans is our shared ideas and ideas of each other. Such a charge 
might seem to be substantiated by Whitehead’s general description of his 
aim in writing the first section of Adventures of Ideas. “The first part of this 
book is occupied with the most general aspect of the sociological functions 
arising from, and issuing into, ideas concerning the human race” (AI, 9). 
Such a reading can only be made if it is assumed that we already know what 
ideas are— they are that which humans have, and, more importantly, they 
are that which humans generate. But this is not the case for Whitehead. As 
Isabelle Stengers pointed out in an interview with Steven Meyer in Buffalo 
on September 26, 2011, “Ideas are things.”33

We must pay attention to what it would mean to take seriously the 
phrase that “ideas are things.” Indeed, it could well be suggested that this 
is exactly what Whitehead is trying to do throughout part 1 of Adven-
tures of Ideas, and that this is key to what he understands by sociology 
and the sociological. As he himself says: “I propose to consider critically 
the sort of history which ideas can have in the life of humanity” (AI, 3, 
emphasis in original). This clearly lays out his position that it is ideas that 
are the focus of his interest; the “life of humanity” is, in a sense, second-
ary. For Whitehead, it is possible, indeed it is vital, to analyze how ideas 
intersect with humans and what they can do for them. This is no simple 
“history of ideas,” for two reasons. First, ideas have been dislocated from 
being either the products of a specific social or cultural epoch or, alterna-
tively, simply the products of “great minds.” Second, Whitehead’s is not 
a history in the usual sense, as his phrase “the sort of history” makes 
clear. He is attempting to map out a new approach to history that does 
not posit ideas as self- sufficient entities that can be studied on their own 
terms. At the same time, they are not reducible to the isolated creations 
of humans. Ideas play themselves out in and through humanity. This is 
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why we must take literally the title of his 1933 work, Adventures of Ideas. 
Ideas have their own adventures, though these adventures are only to be 
discovered within the history of humanity. Ideas have their own lives but 
do not exist outside of humanity. Whitehead makes a similar point in 
Modes of Thought (1938) when he is discussing consciousness, as opposed 
to ideas:

Clear, conscious discrimination is an accident of human existence. It makes us 
human. But it does not make us exist. It is of the essence of our humanity. But 
it is an accident of our existence. (MT, 116)

Again, there is an important distinction made between humans and hu-
manity. We could have existed, in some sense, as physically human, as just 
another kind of ape, without clear, conscious discrimination. But we would 
have lacked humanity. Intriguingly, Whitehead dips into the lexicon of scho-
lastic philosophy to make his point, by drawing a distinction between “es-
sence” and “accident.” Conscious discrimination is essential for our human-
ity but it is not necessary for our simple existence as humans; it is, in this 
respect, accidental. Its role is to make us human insofar as we have humanity 
rather than to make us “ape- ity.”

Fragmentary intellectual agencies co- operated blindly to turn apes into men, 
to turn the classic civilization into mediaeval Europe, to overwhelm the Re-
naissance by the Industrial Revolution. Men knew not what they did. (AI, 7, 
emphasis added)

Ideas, as intellectual agencies, did not have foresight— they did not, in and 
of themselves, decide to invent humans, to mold them out of apes— but 
they were still the primary affective factor in this process. Conversely, hu-
mans did not generate their ideas out of nothing; humans were, rather, the 
vehicles that enabled ideas to come into efficacy. A record of the ways in 
which humanity and ideas combine is precisely the “sort of history” that 
Whitehead wants to elicit.

Conclusion

It is now possible to incorporate the earlier discussion of the status of 
societies, considered as elements of the general ordering of existence, with 
Whitehead’s “sociology.” It will be remembered that each society requires a 
common mode of prehension, the shared manner in which each individual 
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within that society regards all other members thereby constituting the so-
ciety as a specific society. The same applies at the human level. “In any 
human society, one fundamental idea tingeing every detail of activity is 
the general conception of the status of the individual members of that 
group, considered apart from any pre- eminence” (AI, 10). So, it is an idea 
that is grasped by each member of a society, even if it is only grasped 
obliquely, unconsciously, that enables each individual to consist34 as both 
an individual and as a member of that society.

Further, it will also be remembered that the mode of analysis required 
for an understanding of the constitution of each society, and a comparison 
of societies, is that of contrast. The specificity and definiteness of a society 
comes from the contrasts within it and between it and other societies. 
Whitehead calls upon various contrasts throughout Adventures of Ideas. 
There is the contrast between “force and persuasion” (AI, 69– 86) and that 
between “freedom and compulsion” (AI, 65– 58). It is not so much that ei-
ther of these exists separately or in its own terms. Rather, it is the contrast 
between the two different dynamic aspects of these contrasts that each ex-
press that which is of importance. It is a matter of productive tension, and 
it is in this respect that Whitehead can, finally, offer a definition of sociol-
ogy and sociological theory.

The foundation of all understanding of sociological theory— that is to say, of 
all understanding of human life— is that no static maintenance of perfection is 
possible. This axiom is rooted in the nature of things. Advance or Decadence 
are the only choices offered to mankind.35 The pure conservative is fighting 
against the essence of the universe. . . . 

[For] the very essence of real actuality— that is, of the completely real, is 
process. (AI, 274)

This observation ties together many of the themes that have been raised in 
this essay. Sociological theory, as an account of “human life,” will look at 
human societies, but in doing so, it cannot separate itself from the wider 
principles that apply to all societies and that derive from “the nature of 
things.” The key to understanding this is to realize that all existence is a 
matter of process. However, such process is not mere flux or becoming. The 
solidity that appears within existence, its enduring elements, are always 
social (in the widest sense of the term), in that it is only societies that man-
age to cohere and endure. In one sense, all societies are inherently “conser-
vative” insofar as they constantly attempt to maintain themselves as they 
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are. But, an overemphasis on such conservation, at the expense of reinvigo-
ration, will lead to decay and decadence.

Within human societies, ideas, as things, play a crucial role but not the 
only role. “Men are driven by their thoughts as well as by the molecules in 
their bodies, by intelligence and by senseless forces” (AI, 46). As will by now 
be clear, such thoughts are not to be viewed as the creations of humans 
(to be studied by sociocultural analyses); they are, rather, that which en-
ables us to develop our humanity. The ways in which this has happened is 
what constitutes history. Thoughts are aspects of the differing careers of 
ideas as they adventure throughout existence. Equally, senseless forces are 
not merely the deterministic, iron- clad laws of nature that dictate an un-
comprehending but unstoppable rolling- out of existence along a preor-
dained path (and that hard science studies). Senseless forces exhibit the 
unrelenting process of existence, no matter what we think of it, or how we 
try to ignore it: “life is an offensive, directed against the repetitious mecha-
nism of the Universe. It is the thesis of this discussion that a policy of so-
ciological defence is doomed to failure” (AI, 80).

Whitehead was a philosopher and not a sociologist, but his distinction 
between the twin couplets of society- social and sociology- sociological 
seems an important one that enables accounts of the humanly social to 
take their place within or beside other accounts of existence, and does not 
relegate sociocultural analyses to the sidelines, leaving the so- called hard 
sciences to take on the real reality. Yet, Whitehead provides a set of warn-
ings to social theory as well as avenues for developing novel concepts and 
approaches. One of the starkest of these warnings is not to take anything 
for granted, be it a general theory of human societies or the existence of 
the social as a discrete realm. Other terms that sociology, especially, takes 
for granted, such as “social action,” “social facts,” “social relations,” must 
also be treated with suspicion, and jettisoned if necessary. Yet, White-
head also offers some challenging but productive suggestions: that we in-
vestigate, without any prior judgement, how it is that the societies that we 
encounter (which might be anything from a transport system to a door, 
to a website, to a riot) manage to come to be, to hold together, sustain 
themselves, or not. This will involve a reorientation of our concepts and 
less surety in those explanations that many social theorists hold dear. 
But if social theory, considered as some kind of a society, is not to perish 
entirely, it must grasp the nettle of novelty, leave behind its comforting 
but outdated concepts and procedures, and seize some kind of a future, 
whatever the cost. For



 THE ORDER OF NATURE AND THE CREATION OF SOCIET IES  377

It is the first step in sociological wisdom, to recognize that the major advances 
in civilization are processes which all but wreck the societies in which they 
occur:— like unto an arrow in the hand of a child. The art of free society con-
sists . . . in fearlessness of revision. (S, 88)
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Imaginative Chemistry
Synthetic Ecologies and  
the Construction of Life

A. J. Nocek

The doctrine I am maintaining is that neither physical nature nor 
life can be understood unless we fuse them together as essential 
factors in the composition of ‘really real’ things whose intercon-

nections and individual characters constitute the universe.
— Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought

Artificial Life is alive and well. Despite the perception, ALife was not 
simply a late- twentieth- century silicon- based fad, with over- ambitious 
goals of creating life in silico. In fact, the discipline may be closer to synthe-
sizing life from the bottom- up than it has ever been. In the twenty- first 
century, ALife has set its sites on the “holy grail,” the synthesis of wet life, 
from chemical building blocks to living systems. The protocell, or the min-
imal synthetic cell, seems to no longer be a question of if, but of when it 
exists.1 This latter point is itself highly contentious, since there is no scien-
tific consensus on what exactly a protocell is, and as such, whether or not it 
might already exist. So for example, while some claim that a protocell must 
constitute a minimal form of biological life, and so does not yet exist be-
cause it does not meet generally recognized biological life criteria,2 still 
others, such as Martin Hanczyc and Takashi Ikegami, do not seem as be-
holden to this biological definition. They suggest that the protocell already 
exists, and it exists as a primordial molecular globule formed from both 
organic and inorganic compounds, and capable of self- organization and 
dynamic behavior. Protocells, according to the latter definition, do not re-
produce minimal, biological life, but are self- organizing processes subject 
to the laws of physics and chemistry. They are terrestrial agents that pos-
sess some but not all of the properties of biological life.3
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Whether or not these protocells are instances of life as such, and not the 
mere exemplification of certain life processes, is a difficult question. But 
it is a difficulty that exposes the anthropocentrism of excluding self- 
organizing processes from being instances of “life.” As recent debates in 
artificial life, origins of life, and astrobiological communities have ex-
posed, defining life as a natural kind with any set of functional4 and mate-
rial properties5 is based on familiar forms of life on earth; it is anthropo-
centric, and is therefore insufficient for defining life as such,6 since it might 
limit the possibilities of discovering genuinely “weird” forms of life, ter-
restrial or otherwise.7

Given that life may now even be instantiated in inorganic materials, as 
Leroy Cronin contends— by means of what he calls iCHELLs, examples of 
“inorganic biology”8— means that known biological or even terrestrial life 
may be fundamentally insufficient for capturing the full range of existing 
or possible life. Experiments in wet ALife seem to testify to this biocentrism— 
to the fact that an ontology of life must be fundamentally more and not less 
inclusive, capable of accounting for the diversity of actual and potential life, 
both organic and inorganic; it is a challenge that points us both as far back 
as Aristotle’s De Anima, as Eugene Thacker has recently shown,9 and also 
forward to some of the most exciting work coming out of the contemporary, 
neovital materialisms in Continental philosophy. Jane Bennett, for one (who 
borrows from the rich tradition of vitalism, extending from Kant, Driesch, 
and Bergson to Deleuze and Guattari, as well as Bruno Latour’s actor- network 
theory, and Spinoza’s theory of affect), makes a compelling case for the non-
teleological vitality of things. By giving back the life that is proper to things— 
exemplified in the inorganic world of “metal”— Bennett challenges the post- 
Cartesian conception of nature as mechanistic and lifeless, and champions 
a “political ecology of things,”10 wherein life is immanent to material, in-
stead of added to it according to the “hylomorphic model.”11

By this account, the achievement of motility from dynamic oil and water– 
based chemistry (the protocell) seems like just the kind of experimentation 
that testifies to the need for such an inclusive conception of life, to an ontol-
ogy of life that is nonanthropocentric and capable of giving voice to all po-
tential witnesses of vitality, whether organic or inorganic. For her notion of 
vitality, Bennett draws heavily on the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guat-
tari, specifically, the latter’s “prodigious idea of Nonorganic Life” that is de-
veloped out of their interest in metallurgy: “what metal and metallurgy bring 
to light,” they explain in A Thousand Plateaus, “is a life proper to matter, a 
vital state of matter as such, a material vitalism that doubtless exists every-
where but is ordinarily hidden or covered, rendered unrecognizable, dissoci-
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ated by the hylomorphic model.”12 Metallurgy, they continue, is the “con-
sciousness or thought of matter- flow, and metal the correlate of this 
consciousness. As expressed in panmetalism, metal is coextensive to the 
whole of matter . . .  even the waters, the grasses and varieties of wood, the 
animals are populated by salts or mineral elements” (ATP, 411).

In this chapter I intend to defend a vital materialism in which there is a “life 
proper to matter,” as Deleuze and Guattari suggest. My claim is in part a chal-
lenge to Eugene Thacker’s suggestion that, far from needing a new conception 
of life, what we need is a “critique of life.”13 I will not suggest that we have ever 
gotten close to a concept of life in- itself, nor that we ever could. Rather, my 
argument will be that a speculative concept of nonorganic life is meaningful 
insofar as it is eminently practical, insofar as it can transform our experience 
of human practices. My claim will unfold in a number of steps.

I look to contemporary wet- life synthesis as exemplary of a scientific 
practice that raises the question of the ontology of life. I argue that the way 
it does so obscures the much more radical metaphysics of nonorganic life 
to which its materials testify. In the opening sections of this essay, then, I 
take seriously the idea that there is a “metallurgical” aspect to wet- life syn-
thesis, and consider the conditions for it subsisting, or insisting, within the 
norms of the practice; I do so, however, if only to problematize this hypoth-
esis in the following sections by analyzing a series of key presuppositions 
undergirding the perspective of Deleuze and Guattari, ones that ultimately 
challenge the legitimacy of my hypothesis. My suggestion will be that the 
speculative pragmatics of Alfred North Whitehead act as an important 
supplement to Deleuze and Guattari’s perspective, by demonstrating the 
pragmatic conditions under which the practice of wet- life synthesis would 
testify to the speculative concept of nonorganic life.

Vital Molecules

It may seem of course that I am exaggerating the importance of the 
wet synthesis of life, since its practitioners rarely seem, if ever, to be doing 
anything analogous to the metallurgy Deleuze and Guattari have in mind. 
Recall that metallurgy is significant for Deleuze and Guattari because it op-
poses the hylomorphic model of vitality, which asserts— in various guises 
throughout the history of philosophy— that matter is essentially inert, and 
is given life by means of a nonmaterial force applied to it from without.14 But 
as metallurgists know all to well, vitality insists within matter itself. Metal-
lurgy testifies to the vitality of the inorganic, to the fact that its “operations 
are always astride the thresholds, so that an energetic materiality overspills 
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the prepared matter, and the qualitative deformation or transformation 
overspills the form” (ATP, 410).

The point to appreciate here is that metallurgy exemplifies nonorganic 
life for Deleuze and Guattari because metal is a nonhomogenous material, 
structured by irregularly shaped crystals in continuous variation. The mi-
crostructure of metal, as Jane Bennett makes clear by drawing on the his-
torian of science Cyril Smith, is protocrystalline. There is a wide variety of 
shapes and sizes to crystal grains, determined primarily by their spatial re-
lation to their neighbors. And while the atoms of a single grain, according 
to Smith, are “arranged on regular array on a space lattice,”15 there are still 
imperfections, “loose atoms,” located at the “interfaces of the grains” that 
belong to none of the grains, and so make the boundaries between grains 
imperfect, or as Bennett insists, “porous and quivering.”16 The structure of a 
grain is not therefore homogeneous but “full of holes”; it is precisely these 
“dislocations” in the lattice that allow for change.

These defects are also what make metal exemplary of the nomadism of 
matter: it is the “atomic quivering” at the fringes of its protocrystalline 
structure that is the non- place of its vitality, the non- spatial location of its 
potential for dynamic change. The metallurgist exploits the indeterminacy 
of metallic structure when, for example, he or she anneals (softens the metal 
by heating and then cooling slowly), or quenches (a high- carbon steel is 
cooled quickly after heating in order to harden it). Metal is no longer a trope 
of inert matter,17 but is the model for the vitality of the material world, exem-
plary of how the organic and inorganic are in vital communication. There is 
a life to metal, explain Deleuze and Guattari, one that extends to the entire 
material world, and it is one “that doubtless exists everywhere but is ordinar-
ily hidden or covered, rendered unrecognizable, dissociated by the hylomor-
phic model” (ATP, 411).

It is important to note here that this conception of life— as what traverses 
both the organic and inorganic, as what signals the creative advance lurking 
within a structure, and as what is fundamentally irreducible to that 
structure— has deep resonances with the notion of life Whitehead develops 
in Process and Reality.18 Significantly, though, Whitehead’s notion of life 
deepens our appreciation for its immanence to all orders— organic and 
inorganic— and its nonopposition to the ecologies that support it. In White-
head’s view, life is neither reducible to order (as many functional definitions 
of life would maintain— see below), nor is it the negation of order; it is rath-
er the indeterminacy insisting within order, or what he calls a society: “life 
lurks in the interstices of each living cell, and in the interstices of the brain” 
(PR, 105– 6). Life “is the name for originality” in Whitehead’s metaphysical 
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scheme; it is “a bid for freedom” from the repetition of the past in the pres-
ent enjoyment (PR, 104). Societies neither justify nor account for life, be-
cause life is a pure feeling of “anarchic” disorder within every occasion of 
experience. Life is therefore antisocial, or disorderly, as it resists the genetic 
“inheritance” of a social order’s “defining characteristic” from the other occa-
sions in a nexus the positive feelings of which are what allow a nexus of occa-
sions to enjoy social order (cf. PR, 34). A social order, such as a biological 
order, is therefore

only to be termed living in a derivative sense. A ‘living society’ is one which 
includes some ‘living occasions.’ Thus a society may be termed more or less 
‘living,’ according to the prevalence in it of living occasions. Also an occasion 
may be more or less living according to the relative importance of the novel 
factors in its final satisfaction. (PR, 102)

There is not a difference in kind or nature but a difference in degree be-
tween living and nonliving societies (bacteria and metal); it is just that “for 
certain purposes,” Whitehead maintains, “whatever life there is in a soci-
ety may be important; and for other purposes unimportant” (PR, 102). But 
the difference in degree between metal and bacteria, for example, is a con-
sequence of all occasions, at least to some degree, resisting the inheritance 
of the past (after all, creativity is the “universal of universals,” in Whitehead’s 
scheme; cf. PR, 21, 31– 32). The degree to which a society is living is really a 
question of how much novelty, or “social deficiency,” an order can handle 
before it will undergo structural change.

In this view, metallurgy is really an ecological practice that experiments 
with the interstices lurking within crystalline structure— for example, steel 
is a metal alloy more adaptable than iron, its major component. The issue is 
not whether there is life in this or that molecular environment (organic 
 versus inorganic chemistry); rather it is how much life, how much original-
ity, an environment can withstand before it undergoes transformation. Life 
is more of an ecological question than a biological one.19

The majority, if not all, of the scientists trying to synthesize life de novo, 
or at least creating the first steps toward it,20 operate under the following 
assumptions: (1) that life is a set of predetermined functional properties 
emergent from a potentially broad range of nonliving chemical constitu-
ents,21 although these constituents are nevertheless limited by the func-
tional definition of life proposed (oil and water chemistry, as I discuss 
below, may produce the “first cell,” but not the first minimally living cell); 
and (2) that the emergence of life from nonlife can somehow be under-
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stood or explained, which is to say, there cannot be “truly” emergent 
phenomena (perhaps only “weakly” emergent),22 since this would un-
dermine the epistemological constraints of the practice of ALife itself: 
to know how to produce life from nonlife.23 At the outset, two main ten-
sions arise with the ecological experimentation on nonorganic life pro-
posed above: (1) there are only certain chemicals productive of life; and 
(2) irreducible instances of creativity within matter need to be explained 
away. By this reasoning, the wet synthesis of life seems far indeed from 
exemplifying the characteristics of metallurgy that Deleuze and Guat-
tari celebrate.

And yet it is critical to recognize that “minor science” (“Metallurgy is 
minor science in person, ‘vague’ science, or phenomenology of matter” [ATP, 
411]) is not a stable goal or end opposed to its royal formalization in state sci-
ence.24 There is no doubt that nomad or minor science must be “ideally” dis-
tinguished from royal science. Where the latter involves “reproduction, iter-
ation and reiteration” so that “differences of time and place [are] so many 
variables, the constant from which is extracted precisely by the law” (ATP, 
372), the former is characterized by “following,” not in order to “reproduce” 
(e.g., the exact chemical conditions required for the emergence of life), but 
in order to “search for the singularities of a matter, or rather of a material, 
and not out to discover a form” (ATP, 372). The latter is an ambulant pro-
cedure for setting variables in “continuous variation” instead of the royal 
procedure of extracting constants from them. The opposition between the 
two procedures is far from absolute, however: “more virtual or ideal than 
real is the opposition between the two kinds of science,” insists Eric Alliez 
in The Signature of the World.25 Deleuze and Guattari explain that ambu-
lant processes are inseparable from their formalization by royal science. 
Primitive metallurgy, for example, is not divorced from its royal formaliza-
tion since it is just as easily conceived as a “question of going from one 
point to another (even if they are singular points) through the intermedi-
ary of channels” (ATP, 372).

In this perspective, scientists trying to synthesize life de novo may in-
deed be guided by the norm of reproduction so that “for the same phenom-
ena [life] to recur in gravitational and striated space it is sufficient for the 
same conditions to obtain” (ATP, 372). But our question is: does a nomadi-
cism not have to insist within the royal practice of wet- life synthesis? And 
under what conditions is it achieved? In the next section, I review an ex-
periment performed by Hanczyc and colleagues in 2007 on oil and water 
chemistry in order to explore the potential for a nomadic space to be gener-
ated within the norms of royal formalization.
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Case Study
In their article, “Fatty Acid Chemistry at the Oil- Water Interface: Self- 

Propelled Oil Droplets,” Hanczyc and colleagues describe a self- propelled 
oil droplet based on fatty acid chemistry. In their experiment, they add 
oleic anhydride oil phase to alkaline water phase (pH 12) on a glass slide in 
order to see what results from the hydrolysis of the anhydride. The oil re-
acts to the water immediately: the oil droplets break apart into smaller 
spherical droplets, begin to move and respond to their environment. Ob-
servationally, these self- propelled oil- droplet systems display a mainte-
nance of their own boundaries over time; but because their interface 
boundaries are extremely sensitive to their chemical environments, the 
cells are able to respond to chemical gradients in the environment resulting 
in a behavior known as “chemiotaxis,” or directional movement as a result 
of chemical gradients, a behavior typical of living cells. What is even more 
surprising, though, is that as these artificial cells move, they remodel their 
environment to create the conditions for their own movement: “the move-
ment of the oil droplets is governed by a self- generated pH gradient.”26 In 
other words, protocells structure their own chemical environment with gradi-
ents to which they are sensitive. Protocell environments are “radically 
self- constructed.”27

The interpretation these experimenters offer for the self- propelled oil- 
droplet system is telling of how observations are “royally” explained within 
scientific practice. First, they posit that symmetry must be broken so that a 
“completely symmetric oil droplet” may begin to move directionally. In their 
system, they note four asymmetric processes: “convection in the oil phase, 
water rushing into the leading edge, accumulation and expulsion of lipids 
from the trailing edge, and the self- generated pH gradient.”28 Their challenge 
is to find the cause for each of these symmetry- breaking events. Why is it, for 
example, that when x chemical conditions obtain, symmetry is broken, and y 
results? “The initial symmetry- breaking event,” they conjecture, “may be 
caused by random oscillation at the interface”; if this is the case, then “when 
a patch of fresh oil becomes exposed to the water during a local oscillation, 
the Marangoni effect causes a flow of material at the interface toward the 
zone of high surface tension. This flow then causes the movement of fresh oil 
from the interior to move to the interface.”29 The Marangoni effect, which is 
essentially the idea in physics that surface tension gradients determine the 
transfer of mass along the interface of two systems,

may explain not only the convection within the oil phase of the droplet but 
also the movement of the droplet. Theoretically, the Marangoni effect may 
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spontaneously initiate motion and allow for self- sustained autonomous move-
ment of a droplet in a surfactant- rich environment with enough force to create 
movement.30

What is important to appreciate is that the explanation offered for why 
this chemical system breaks symmetry is no more than a hypothesis. 
This is certainly something that Hanczyc and colleagues would them-
selves acknowledge: even though oil- and- water– based chemistry may re-
liably produce cells that self- construct their environment, and this may 
indeed be an important first step on the way to synthesizing life,31 there is 
still a gap in their ability to understand why this happens. This is why 
Hanczyc in his article on “Structure and the Synthesis of Life” recently 
speculated that

a scientific dichotomy may exist between understanding life and synthesizing 
it. . . . To synthesize life, perhaps a chemical system too complex to understand 
must be created and tested. If a chemical system is too complex, then a concise 
and comprehensive understanding of the system may not be attainable, even if 
synthetic life is created therein.32

And yet that Hanczyc and his fellow scientists nevertheless offer this hy-
pothesis is more telling than it may seem: it is indicative of the epistemologi-
cal desire for explanation (of chemeotaxis) that animates their practice; it 
commits them, as Deleuze and Guattari might say, to the royal procedure of 
tracing emergent phenomena back to their conditions. The well- known 
emergence cliché, “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” is a whole 
whose explanation, and not its inexplicability, animates the hopes of those 
scientists who dream of synthesizing life from its chemical constituents. 
Compellingly, this point may also be stated in the terms of strong and 
weak theories of emergence, wherein a strong theory of emergence— that 
is, one in which the cause of the emergent property cannot be isolated— is 
“uncomfortably like magic,” and whose embrace would seem to conflict 
with the passions that animate the practice of ALife: to know how to syn-
thesize life from nonliving components.33 Strongly emergent phenomena, 
or phenomena whose existence is autonomous from and irreducible to the 
more basic phenomena that give rise to it, are generally deemed undesirable 
for scientists, since they “risk associating emergence with mysticism.”34 An-
alytical philosophers have done important work in trying to manage these 
risks by formulating more palatable versions of emergence, from theories of 
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“weak emergence,” where macro- phenomena are “ontologically dependent 
on and reducible to micro phenomena,”35 to the ever- popular “superve-
nience” approach to emergence, where, in certain versions, there is depen-
dency of the macro on the micro without reduction.36

From this perspective, it seems clear that the theory of emergence endorsed 
by practitioners of wet- life synthesis covers over what nomadicism celebrates: 
the irreducible interstices that are productive of an emergent product. Life, 
write Deleuze and Guattari, is “germinal, and intensive, a powerful life with-
out organs, a Body that is all the more alive for having no organs, everything 
that passes between organisms” (ATP, 499). Life is not the cell, but the “inter-
stices,” according to Whitehead, that lurk within in the cell.37

These conflicting notions of life (product versus process) result, I want to 
suggest, from a metaphysical presupposition of ALife generally: namely, 
that there is a difference in kind or nature between the living and the non-
living. And yet this is an assumption that cannot be easily discarded since 
it is required for the practice of ALife as such: there is nonliving matter 
(metal, silicon, molecules) that may become living.38 What I want to insist 
on, however, is that this is not a harmless assumption; it has consequences 
for the ontology and epistemology of life that the discipline produces. Life 
must now be an emergent some- thing, a product that differentiates itself in 
kind from what is not- life, the emergence of which it is the scientists’ job to 
account for epistemologically. The interstices that are generative of emer-
gent products are covered over by the practice.39 Opposed to this concept of 
life founded, as Whitehead would insist, on a “substance metaphysics,” 
stands Deleuze and Guattari’s pure productivity of the “prodigious idea of 
Nonorganic Life.”

But if we grant that life- as- (weakly- emergent- )product is the assumption 
required for the discipline of ALife, then it is the norms of practice and not 
the experimentation itself that reduces the generative interstices. What it 
conceals, in the register of Deleuze and Guattari, are the creative processes 
(life- as- pure- productivity) that undermine the division of the living from 
the nonliving. Metaphysically, all such divisions abstract from a more pri-
mary, impersonal vitality. This is the impersonal life in Deleuze’s last essay, 
“Immanence: A Life,” that must be distinguished from the “lives” of indi-
viduals, from subjects and objects, or from the lives of organisms; a life is 
what gives rise to lives.

In this perspective, coextensive with the goals of wet ALife is the experi-
ence of the “metallurgic following” of the pure productivity immanent to 
matter, the impersonal vitality that gives rise to individuated macro 
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phenomena— individuated lives. Nomadic following is not of course a new 
method that could ever have a stable goal or end, but is rather the insistence 
of a nomadic practice within royal science40 that discovers a “life proper to 
matter, a vital state of matter as such, a material vitalism, an ambulant one 
that doubtless exists everywhere but is ordinarily hidden or covered, ren-
dered unrecognizable” (ATP, 411). Hiding within the royal formalization of 
protocell construction, where emergent properties are mapped back onto 
more basic phenomena, there insists, within Deleuze and Guattari’s regis-
ter, an ideal, or virtual, point of nomadicism. This is the pure flight of the 
scientist, not characterized by predetermined conditions, but by the pure 
following of the life of matter. So in this perspective, the symmetry- breaking 
events in the oil and water experiment might very well be an important 
achievement for the eventual synthesis of life defined according the norms 
of the experimenters’ practice; but more than this, these events are indica-
tive of thresholds crossed, of vitality generated from the immanent condi-
tions of matter itself, and are incapable of being recuperated into an end 
product or goal.41

Scientists such as Hanczyc, Ikegami, and Cronin who are experimenting 
with the dynamic interactions of inorganic compounds, are facilitating the 
productivity of the inorganic world in their chemical test tubes. That oil 
and water chemistry is generative, that it is productive of an emergent 
product, a synthetic cell, is certainly worth celebrating— and scientists cer-
tainly do. But the process of chemical productivity itself, I would argue, is 
something worth celebrating as well. These are the individuating processes 
generative of the product major or royal science isolates. It is the latter’s 
virtual, or nomadic, condition that is then covered over and reduced to 
what can be explained away. What is deeply metallurgical about this prac-
tice, then, is that it is an exploitation of the indeterminacy that insists with-
in the chemical world.42 These wet- life scientists become cosmic artisans, in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s view, who “follow the matter flow as pure produc-
tivity,” and whose artisanal following then testifies, if virtually, to the “pro-
digious idea of Nonorganic Life,” but in so doing undermine the metaphysi-
cal commitments of royal formalization: that there is a difference in kind 
between the living and nonliving.

Subjectivist Impasse or Constructivist Absolutism?

While this essay has proposed a nomadicism of wet- life synthesis that 
testifies to nonorganic life, it still has done little to clarify what it means to 
testify on behalf of this principle. This is no simple matter. For instance, 
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does it mean that this science, at least in its nomadicism, discovers the ab-
solute, or “vague essence,” of matter qua life? And what might it mean to 
give life such a privilege? A metaphysics of life brings up any number of 
questions vis- à- vis the justification for its absolutization,43 not to mention 
the added, though not insignificant, problem of whether science exceeds its 
own warrant for success by venturing into metaphysics. So to hazard that 
this science supports such a metaphysics of life, even in spite of itself, is to 
raise a host of problems that one must be willing to take on board. It is to 
take a substantial risk, as Whitehead might say of all true metaphysical 
interpretation, but it is a risk worth taking when the payoff is so great: that 
the productivity of matter exploited within the scientist’s test tube might 
be celebrated in nonreductive terms, in terms that resist the tendency to 
see absolute divisions in nature, the living and the nonliving, and affirm, 
instead, the conditions for chemical experimentation to facilitate the vital-
ity of matter.

To begin, let me say that it has been taken as axiomatic that there is a 
metaphysical equivalence between matter and life: life- matter is the cre-
ative principle of the universe that exceeds organismic form qua organized 
body. While this is certainly true of the Deleuze and Guattari of A Thou-
sand Plateaus, it would be a mistake to assume that the concept of life does 
not undergo substantial mutations throughout their coauthored and singly 
authored texts.44 What is significant for us is that life, in its various muta-
tions, is consistently taken to be the creative principle that is immanent to 
matter and cuts across all physical, biological, social, and technological 
thresholds. And in certain texts, life is taken to be the ultimate metaphysi-
cal principle. In Deleuze’s last essay, “Immanence: A Life,” for example, he 
writes that life is that by which even immanence is defined: “The transcen-
dental field is defined by a plane of immanence, and the plane of immanence 
by a life.” 45 Pure immanence, according to Deleuze, is “A Life, and nothing 
else. It is not immanence to life, but the immanent that is in nothing is a life. 
A life is the immanence of immanence, absolute immanence: it is complete 
power, complete bliss.” 46 Life is the achievement of immanence’s immanence 
to itself. That life assumes the power of the absolute is detectable even as early 
as his 1968 work, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza: “Life, that is, expres-
sivity is carried to the absolute. There is a unity of the divine in substance, 
and an actual diversity of the One in the attributes . . . it amounts to the life 
of substance itself, the necessity of its a priori constitution.” 47

That there is a “life of substance” in “excess of being— including its own 
being,” 48 is something for which Alain Badiou is well known for criticizing 
Deleuze,49 and to which Eugene Thacker has recently drawn attention as 
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well. While my own interest in the absolutization of life is ultimately less 
contentious, it will be no less rigorous in interrogating the conditions of 
possibility for such absolutization. My suggestion is that we take seri-
ously the impetus behind many of the recent criticisms of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s metaphysics— namely, that their concepts are still too “subjec-
tivist,” issuing from thinkers working, however loosely, under the banner 
of speculative realism.50 If we are going to claim that our science testifies to 
a metaphysics of life in the style of Deleuze and Guattari, then the critique 
of subjectivism would be a damaging blow to our thesis indeed, since 
nomad science would testify to a vital universe that is reducible to what 
Kant, in the Critique of Pure Reason, would call a mere “transcendental il-
lusion”: the tendency to “take the subjective necessity of a connection of 
our concepts . . . for an objective necessity in the determination of things in 
themselves.”51

In his 2010 work, After Life, Eugene Thacker highlights this problem in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s metaphysics by drawing on what Quentin Meillas-
soux claims is the latter’s (along with Nietzsche’s and Bergson’s) disavowal 
of “correlationism”— “the idea according to which we only ever have access 
to the correlation between thought and being, and never to either term con-
sidered apart from the other”52— which ultimately subtends their position.53 
According to Meillassoux, it is not that Deleuze and Guattari circumvent 
correlationism; it is that they are bad correlationists for not respecting the 
post- Kantian asymmetry of the self- world correlation: for while there is no 
world without a subject who thinks it, there is also no subject without a 
world in which it is “in” (e.g., Husserl: consciousness is always conscious-
ness of something; Heidegger: Dasein is being- in- the- world; and so on), but 
this world remains inaccessible; while the latter is necessary, it remains an 
“in- itself” that forever withdraws from view qua “unthought.” What De-
leuze and Guattari and others fail to appreciate, however, is the correla-
tional inaccessibility of the in- itself, which culminates in what Meillassoux 
calls “subjectivist metaphysics” (of which vitalism is a species), or the idea 
according to which the “in- itself is devoid of truth because it is unthink-
able,” and so the correlation itself is absolutized.54 The subjectivist claims 
“that some of these relations, or indeed all, are determinations not only of 
men, but of being itself.”55 Duration, process, life, are all examples, accord-
ing to Meillassoux, of some aspect of human access to the world that is then 
projected onto the world itself. That “life” is absolutized in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s case is precisely the subjectivization of metaphysics that Meillas-
soux finds suspect: they project “onto the things themselves a correlation 
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which might be perception, intellection, desire, etc., and makes it the abso-
lute itself.”56

What Thacker brings to our attention is the complexity that underwrites 
the vitalists’ transgression of the correlational requirement— namely, that 
the failure to uphold the self- world correlation is a function of the concept 
of life itself. Why exactly life resists easy insertion into the correlational 
framework is beyond the scope of this essay, relying as it does on Thacker’s 
illuminating account of the ontology of life from Aristotle to Kant through 
post- Aristotelian scholasticism. But suffice it to say that correlationism is 
insufficient for an ontology of life because

life is at once an object of thought, an object of study, even, of the living “out 
there,” and at the same time that which is lived “in here,” within a conceptual 
framework of intuition and immediacy. These dual notions of life are at once 
mutually exclusive and reciprocally necessary to think life in one way or an-
other (e.g., as biology or phenomenology, as natural or existential). For the vi-
talist correlation, then, what enables its absolutism is a contradiction at the 
heart of the correlation.57

Life poses a problem, then: what is once the most immediate, or “for- us,” 
is also the most “out there,” or “in- itself.” Life resists the asymmetry of the 
correlational impasse. Thacker’s marvelous study of the ontology of life 
therefore complicates the subjectivist critique of Deleuze and Guattari. 
The vitalist neither simply overcomes the correlational circle nor fails to 
appreciate it (i.e., as a bad correlationist), but absolutizes as a function of 
the complexity of the problem life poses. While for Thacker (via Bataille) 
this does not justify life’s absolutization,58 since an ontology of life is, at the 
end of the day, nihil59— which means that the vitalist disavows negativity— I 
part ways with this reading, not in order to critique his own “critique of life,” 
as if to suggest that Deleuze and Guattari make the strong claim that life ex-
ists in- itself, but in order to add a necessary layer of complexity to the latter’s 
metaphysics of life through their notion of the philosophical concept.

To my mind, both Meillassoux’s and Thacker’s critique of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s absolutization of life fails to appreciate the complexity of the re-
lation between conceptual construction and immanence. As the latter 
write in What is Philosophy?, “immanence is immanent only to itself and 
consequently captures everything, absorbs All- One, and leaves nothing re-
maining to which it could be immanent.” 60 What this means is that “when-
ever immanence is interrupted as immanent to something,” like a subject 
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who thinks it through the concept, “we can be sure that this Something re-
introduces the transcendent,” 61 and that a life, in the context of Deleuze’s 
last essay, becomes someone’s life, or rather the “the organism  .  .  . which 
life sets against itself in order to limit itself” (ATP, 503). The point is that 
immanence, as it is discussed in their What is Philosophy?, is a “One- All,” 62 
which means that thought is a segment of it, in no way outside of it, or re-
flecting on it, but a part of it, weaving it. This is why they write that “the 
plane of immanence has two facets as Thought and as Nature, as Nous and 
as Physis.” 63 All philosophic thought, and its conceptual machinery, is rig-
orously a part of the Real, not only as an existential “fact” of the Real— or 
facticity in Meillassoux— but as that through which the Real is given.

But this means that the concept cannot be a representation of the Real, 
as if from outside of it. This is why Deleuze and Guattari claim that the 
concept “has no reference: it is self- referential; it posits itself and its object 
at the same time as it is created.” 64 Thus, the concepts that populate De-
leuze and Guattari’s metaphysical scheme (virtual/actual, nomadic/striated, 
and so on) are not representations of thought- independent reality, but are 
productions of immanent reality itself, which is just to say that immanence 
is at once the ground of the concept and what is constructed in the con-
cept. This is why Deleuze and Guattari will say that the presupposition of 
immanence does not entail its preexistence.65 Immanence must be “insti-
tuted,” or philosophically constructed, but as what is presupposed.

What this means, more precisely, is that presupposition is the way the 
plane is posed, namely, as presupposed: at once already there, and yet con-
structed philosophically (e.g., through the reversible asymmetry of virtual 
and actual in indi- different/ciation); it is presupposed only insofar as it is 
constructed as presupposed in the concept: “even the prephilosophical 
plane,” write Deleuze and Guattari, “is only so called because it is laid out as 
presupposed and not because it pre- exists without being laid out.” 66 With 
this, we are given the magnificent self- synthesizing apparatus at the heart 
of their immanent constructivism: the concept poses or constructs imma-
nence, but as what must be presupposed in order that immanence may be 
posed in the concept. The necessity of the philosophic presupposition is 
generated in and through the concept constructing immanence; the latter 
constructs its own necessity in and through philosophy. Life is not a contra-
diction, then, but is the effect of immanence being “immanent only to itself” 
by means of its own self- generation in and through philosophic concepts.

My interest in the absolutization of life is of course not limited to the sta-
tus of Deleuze and Guattari’s constructivism within contemporary specu-
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lative philosophy, but extends to what this constructivism means for the 
science of wet- life synthesis. Opening up the space for nomadicism within 
this science demands that we inquire into its metaphysics. It is not enough 
simply to indicate that there is a nomadic dimension to wet- life synthesis;67 
rather, this new dimension requires that we articulate what is speculatively 
at stake. And what is at stake is not life in- itself, but a construction of life 
through the philosophic concept. In this view, philosophic construction is 
not divorced from royal science, but is rather its intimate presupposition.

It is precisely this point, however— namely, that the Real is given solely 
through philosophic construction— that François Laruelle finds objection-
able. Laruelle, known primarily in the English- speaking world through the 
work of Ray Brassier, though now becoming popular in his own right thanks 
to an abundance of English translations, is in many ways Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s ally in their quest for immanence.68 Much as they do,  Laruelle claims 
that philosophy is incapable of representing the Real, since it is immanent to 
it; but unlike them, he in no way privileges philosophy’s relation to the Real; 
the latter is already “given- without- givenness,” the “phenomena- without- 
phenomenality,” or that by which we “have already been gripped,” and so 
does not require being given through philosophic intellection (qua imma-
nence that must be given to itself ).69 Without getting into the details of 
Laruelle’s own elaborate invention of non- philosophy (or more recently, 
non- standard philosophy),70 the point to appreciate is that for Laruelle, 
Deleuze and Guattari fall victim to what the former identifies as the “prin-
ciple of sufficient philosophy,” or the authority of philosophy over the Real, 
by instantiating the invariant threefold structure of all philosophical 
thinking, or what he calls the “philosophical decision.”71 This decision is 
what Laruelle refers to as the “essence” of philosophy, which makes use of 
three terms— namely, immanence, transcendence, and the transcendental— 
but in such a way that immanence figures twice.72 According to Laruelle, 
all philosophy is an operation of dyadic splitting of immanent datum and 
transcendent factum, or conditioned and condition (which can take any 
manner of forms in the history of philosophy— e.g., beings and Being in Hei-
degger), whose sufficiency (philosophy needs to know that its concepts are 
real conditions of intelligibility) is guaranteed by a third term that unites 
condition and conditioned in a transcendental immanence that must al-
ready be supposed or given (ensuring the unification of the dyad—  e.g., “hor-
izontal ekstasis” in Heidegger), but only given by way of the philosophic divi-
sion into condition and conditioned— hence guaranteeing the necessity of 
philosophic thought for producing the synthetic unity of experience.
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In his “Response to Deleuze,” Laruelle finds in the self- generating logic 
of the plane of immanence— in which immanence is only immanent to it-
self through the concept— an instantiation of the decisional structure. 
What Laruelle suggests is that instead of immanence being given- without- 
givenness, Deleuze proposes that immanence gives itself “to” itself through 
(the agency of) philosophical concepts (virtual/actual, nomadic/striated, 
and so on) that reinstate an “unobjectifiable” transcendence. More precise-
ly, the philosophic splitting of condition and conditioned or factum and 
datum is instantiated in the virtual and actual pair, but their sufficiency is 
guaranteed by the production of their immanence (via a reversible asym-
metry through indi- different/ciation) that is presupposed for their very 
construction, but given only in and through their construction. Immanence 
is therefore the “One,” in Laruelle’s terms, that is the unity presupposed by 
and only attained through the separation and synthesis of condition and 
conditioned in philosophy. So for Laruelle, there is a hierarchy of philoso-
phy over all other forms of knowledge:

we find here the distinction between man and philosopher, their hierarchy de-
spite it all. The philosopher who constructs the system and the idiot to which 
he refers and certainly stumbles over the detours of the system are no longer 
adequately distinguished. Or once again the philosopher does not truly want 
stupidity, he limits it.73

What is relevant for us is not only how this critique flags the “sufficiency” 
of philosophy in Deleuze and Guattari, but also how science would have to 
become philosophic if its materials were to testify to the immanent life of 
the universe. There may of course be an easy rejoinder to this: in What is 
Philosophy? and in various other texts, Deleuze and Guattari certainly leave 
room for philosophy, science, and art to enter into “zones of indiscernibility” 
(this is especially the case with literature and philosophy, since their mate-
rials are language,74 but no less so with nomad science), so that science and 
art, just as much as philosophy, may be capable of constructing a plane of 
immanence. Even so, the real force of Laruelle’s challenge, I think, is that 
these zones of contamination— whether philosophy becomes literature or 
science becomes philosophy— still have “authority” over the Real through 
their idealization in the decisional structure.

In this view, even if Deleuze and Guattari escape Meillassoux’s criticism 
of subjectivism by means of their immanent constructivism, they never-
theless risk idealizing immanence through the decision, which means that 
our central proposition— that the scientist is a “cosmic artisan” who, in 
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following “the matter flow as pure productivity” testifies to the “prodigious 
idea of Nonorganic Life”— is in no way sufficient unto the Real through its 
very production. And yet just because the construction of nonorganic life 
is not exhaustive does not mean, I want to stress, that it is not immanent to 
the Real, that it is not a part of its production. While Laruelle, for his part, 
posits the radical “identity” of all decisions vis- à- vis the Real (since the 
One is equally indifferent to all decisions), what is useful for us is not so 
much his own non- philosophical practice, but how his insights prompt us 
to ask how nonorganic life is itself a construction that, while not sufficient 
vis- à- vis the Real, is nevertheless an immanent part of it and so has a prag-
matic value.

It is in this perspective that Deleuze and Guattari experience a new con-
vergence with the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. In what follows, 
I read into the latter’s metaphysics a speculative pragmatics that offers a 
way through “the prodigious idea of Nonorganic Life” that does not fall 
prey to the idealization of the Real. In this way, I see deep affinities be-
tween the metaphysical systems of Whitehead and of Deleuze and Guat-
tari, but extract a pragmatic strategy in the former for valuing nonorganic 
life: the construction is an immanent part of the Real that is philosophi-
cally valuable insofar as it generates an experience indissociable from a 
problem posed by human thought. And it is under these pragmatic con-
straints that we witness the conditions under which the practice of wet- life 
synthesis makes nonorganic life matter.

Constructing with Whitehead

The great service Isabelle Stengers has done for the work of Alfred 
North Whitehead in her magnificent Thinking with Whitehead: A Free 
and Wild Creation of Concepts cannot be overemphasized.75 Not only 
does she rehabilitate his work from the charge of being a precritical 
anachronism (from analytical and Continental philosophers alike), but 
she is also attentive to the passions that animate Whitehead, the math-
ematician who dares to ask speculative philosophical questions. We can 
never forget that reading with Whitehead, Stengers insists, “means ac-
cepting to commit oneself to an adventure whose starting point is al-
ways the formulation of a problem” (TWW, 10)— a problem posed by a 
mathematician who dares “to ‘trust’ in the possibility of a solution that re-
mains to be created. Without this trust in a possible solution, mathematics 
would not exist” (TWW, 15). Reading with Whitehead does not so much 
mean accepting his solutions as the final resolutions, but understanding 
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the problem that forced him to think, the problem that animated his 
thought, and forced him to create a solution space.

Of course, Deleuze and Guattari say something decidedly similar when 
they write that “all concepts are connected to problems without which they 
have no meaning and which can themselves only be isolated or understood 
as their solution emerges.”76 The philosophical concept, according to the 
Deleuze and Guattari of What is Philosophy?, is a solution that at once can-
not be without its problem “found on the plane of immanence presupposed 
by the concept,”77 and is also required by the problem to complete itself. 
What we must ask with regard to Whitehead, then, is: What is the problem 
that animates his thought?

As early as The Concept of Nature, before Whitehead’s “official turn” to 
metaphysics in Science and the Modern World, he pronounced that his 
problem was to construct a concept of nature that accounts for “what we 
are aware of in perception” (CN, 28). By “awareness” Whitehead is not lim-
iting himself to “sense perception,” the latter accounting for so many of the 
epistemological problems in modern philosophy (discussed below). But his 
problem is to construct a concept that accounts for all that human aware-
ness offers (of which sense perception is a component), including the visions 
of the poet, the turquoise color of the ocean water, and even the atomic and 
molecular interactions that are supposed to cause this perception. Such is 
the challenge Whitehead gives himself: to construct a concept of nature that 
does not resort to a theory of “psychic additions.” The color of water is not a 
mere act of the mind, a “psychic addition furnished by the perceiving mind, 
.  .  .  [that] would leave to nature merely the molecules” (CN, 29– 30). The 
problem Whitehead therefore gives himself is to construct a concept that 
does not let nature bifurcate into “primary” and “secondary” qualities, 
wherein there is an objective nature in- itself (primary) and a nature for- us 
(secondary), relative to human perception; rather, they are equally a part of 
the Real. In other words, his challenge is to resist all those theories that 
allow the Real to bifurcate “into two systems of reality, which, insofar as 
they are real, are real in different senses” (CN, 30), so that “all we know of 
nature is in the same boat, to sink or swim together” (CN, 148, see 44).

Right away we can see not only the difference between the problem that 
animates Whitehead’s thought and many of the contemporary speculative 
projects that try to revitalize the distinction between primary and second-
ary qualities (following Meillassoux),78 but also, and much more specifi-
cally, how any theory of “life in- itself” or “life for- us” bifurcates nature. 
Whether you isolate the chemical conditions of life or relegate it to what is 
merely for- us, you equally bifurcate nature according to Whitehead.
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This is not to say, however, that “life” is an inherent trap, something that 
will always produce a bifurcation, and so we should launch a “critique of 
life” (as per Thacker). Life does not drop out of Whitehead’s conceptual 
scheme; in fact, it takes on a great deal of importance in Process and Reality 
and Modes of Thought (“The doctrine I am maintaining is that neither phys-
ical nature nor life can be understood unless we fuse them together” [MT, 
150]). By the time of Science and the Modern World and Process and Reali-
ty, Whitehead’s problem transforms somewhat though. Emphasis falls 
more on the transformation of our habits of thought, our abstractions: 
“we cannot think without abstractions,” explains Whitehead, so we must be 
“vigilant in critically revising   .  .  . abstractions” (SMW, 59). We must “re- 
engineer” them79 so that any one abstraction is not be overstated, becoming 
all- important;80 when it does, it becomes an instance of what he comes to 
call “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness,” or “the accidental error of mis-
taking the abstract for the concrete” (SMW, 51). What is at stake, then, is 
determining the conditions under which our abstractions may be revised so 
that they transform our habits of thought. If life is one such abstraction, we 
must get clear on: (1) Whitehead’s method for revising our abstractions; 
(2) his criteria for determining the success of such revisions; and (3) how life 
meets this criteria, and does not therefore become another instance of the 
“fallacy of misplaced concreteness.” 81 If Whitehead revises our conception 
of life so that it becomes “the name of originality,” and has strong reso-
nances with Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of nonorganic life, this can-
not be understood apart from the problem that animates its construction: 
to transform our experience such that all is “in the same boat.”

It is with this in mind that we need to approach the daunting first pages 
of Process and Reality, where Whitehead articulates the demands of specu-
lative philosophy: “the endeavor to frame a coherent, logical, and necessary 
system of general ideas in terms of which every element of our experience 
can be interpreted” (PR, 3). This means that all aspects of experience, 
“everything of which we are conscious, as enjoyed, perceived, willed or 
thought” (PR, 3), will therefore be included within a system of general no-
tions, which must themselves be “coherent, logical, and necessary.” Each 
experience “shall have the character,” Whitehead continues, “of a particular 
instance of a general scheme” (PR, 3).

For Whitehead, “every element of experience” must be included within 
the system; if some element is unaccounted for, is deemed inessential, na-
ture bifurcates, and “philosophy destroys its usefulness [by] indulg[ing] in 
brilliant feats of explaining away” (PR, 17). In Adventure of Ideas he ex-
plains that
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in order to discover some of the major categories under which we classify the 
infinitely various components of experience . . . [we] must appeal to evidence 
relating to every variety of occasion. Nothing can be omitted, experience drunk 
and experience sober, experience sleeping and experience waking. (AI, 226)

The problem Whitehead identifies with modern epistemology, from Des-
cartes to Kant, is that it has used clear and distinct perception as the basis 
for disclosing the nature of reality, according to the mode of “presenta-
tional immediacy.” This is the present world that is contemporaneous 
with the perceiver, where contemporaneity means that experiences do not 
enter into the constitution of each other (experiences are radically iso-
lated), and its privilege has resulted in a host of problems, culminating in 
the phenomena- noumena distinction in Kant. This is to the neglect of 
those vague experiences of the past that enter into the constitution of the 
present and prepare for a future; this is the felt solidarity of the world. This 
vague, though equally constitutive, mode is known as “perception in the 
mode of causal efficacy” (cf. PR, 61– 65, 168– 83; MT, 65– 85), and its neglect 
has resulted in conceiving of process as a derivative of substance, and is 
 exemplary of “The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness” (cf. SMW, 51).

Thus all experiences, “drunk and sober,” must be interpreted within the 
system. But by “interpret” Whitehead cannot mean that he is instituting a 
hierarchical system whereby all items are “accounted for” in terms of a few 
privileged notions, such as subatomic particles in physics. Once again, this 
would bifurcate nature by making some notions essential, or primary, while 
others inessential, or secondary. Rather, to put “all in the same boat” means 
devising a way to account for what holds experiences together, “drunk and 
sober,” what makes it so that there is a solidarity between the cosmic arti-
san’s and the physicist’s view of inorganic matter, that there is something 
that draws them together in a non- bifurcating abstraction. Neither view is 
more essential, or Real; they are different exemplifications of a common 
scheme. It is in this sense that Whitehead seeks to find what is general, or 
generic, to all experience, so that every experience “shall have the character 
of a particular instance of a general scheme” (PR, 3).

Coherence is therefore what Whitehead demands of his system; it is a 
constraint requiring “that what is identifiable in one such notion cannot be 
abstracted from its relevance to the other notions. It is the ideal of specu-
lative philosophy that its fundamental notions shall not be capable of 
 abstraction from each other” (PR, 3). To interpret experience, then, is to 
render it coherent so that no one notion is necessary and sufficient unto 
itself. This means that no metaphysical principle derives its necessity or 
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authority from privileged cases, allowing it to be “abstracted” out from the 
rest of the system. In other words, metaphysical notions must exhibit the 
fact that “no entity can be conceived in complete abstraction from the sys-
tem of the universe, and it is the business of speculative philosophy to ex-
hibit this truth. This character is its coherence” (PR, 3).

But to interpret experience according to ultimate generalizations does 
not mean that such generalizations are ordinarily experienced— that we 
experience, for example, the exemplification of a generic notion as much in 
the synthetic biologist’s experimentation on molecules as in the child’s 
dream of becoming a biologist. Where such instances are most often re-
garded as in conflict— one is objective, the other subjective, a mere childish 
fantasy— coherence demands that they be thought together. Such general-
izations cannot be discovered or even derived from the analysis of our spe-
cialized experiences or interests; nor can they be “intuited” by means of 
Bergson’s “method of intuition.”82 It is not as if, for example, we will one day 
discover actual occasions via intuition, derivation, or some other method, 
to be the new ultimate bits of reality, to be a substitution for Bergson’s du-
ration even; this would make the system radically incoherent, and White-
head’s speculative project a failure.

What we must remember here is that for Whitehead, these general no-
tions are what are required of his thought according to the problem he has 
posed for himself— namely, that we may experience our practices without 
letting nature bifurcate. But also, and equally important, is that this is a dis-
tinctly human adventure of thought. In Modes of Thought, Whitehead asks, 
“What are we appealing to in the development of philosophic thought? What 
is our evidence?” To which he responds: “human experience as shared by 
civilized intercommunication” (MT, 70). Experiential evidence is human; it 
is not a turtle’s, it is not a rock’s, or any other nonhuman experience; so what 
is generic in human, turtle, and rock experiences is therefore limited by 
human abstraction. “Speculative philosophy,” explains Whitehead in Ad-
venture of Ideas, “embodies the method of the ‘working hypothesis.’ The 
purpose of this working hypothesis for philosophy is to coordinate the cur-
rent human experience” (AI, 222).

To experience without bifurcating nature requires that human thought 
be coordinated into a larger system of generalities so that the former is only 
an instance of the latter; but the system itself is a product of human abstrac-
tion, using human “tools,” namely, language, that guarantee its insufficiency. 
“The great difficulty of philosophy,” explains Whitehead, “is the failure of lan-
guage” (MT, 49), which is why “philosophy is akin to poetry. Philosophy is 
the endeavor to find a conventional phraseology for the vivid suggestiveness 
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of the poet. It is the endeavor to reduce Milton’s ‘Lycidas’ to prose” (MT, 
49– 50). That there is a poetics of speculative philosophy is not a casual re-
mark, however; it is a full- scale method, detectable as early as Science and 
the Modern World, when Whitehead notes that one must be “vigilant in crit-
ically revising . . . abstractions” (SMW, 59), and rigorously developed by the 
time of Process and Reality by means of his method of “imaginative rational-
ization.” It is a method that “must be rigidly adhered to,” and whose reason 
for success, according to Whitehead, “is that, when the method of difference 
fails, factors which are constantly present may yet be observed under the in-
fluence of imaginative thought” (PR, 5).

“Imaginative rationalization” is the means by which human thought ab-
stracts from its own specializations, interests, knowledges, and so on, so 
that they may become “particular instance[s] of a general scheme” (PR, 3) 
that is inherently fallible, limited by the human capacity to imagine such 
universality: “the aim of generalization is sound,” insists Whitehead, “but 
the estimate of success is exaggerated” (PR, 7). Speculative systematization 
is a perspective in the Real, not the final perspective on the Real. This is why 
Whitehead’s comments on speculative propositions are so important, since 
they provide a rigorous account for how it is that a proposition may be 
metaphysical without representing the world as it is.83 Suffice it to say that 
the proposition is of metaphysical value, not because it characterizes the 
world as it is in- itself, but because it proposes a way the world could be felt as 
relating to all occasions within the human’s finite perspective (cf. PR, 197). 
“It is more important,” according to Whitehead, “that a proposition be in-
teresting than true” (PR, 259).

There are certainly some resemblances between Whitehead’s theory of 
the proposition and Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the concept, the 
most striking of which is perhaps the fact that speculative metaphysics 
does not entail a realist epistemology: metaphysics is through- and- through 
constructivist. Much as it does in Deleuze and Guattari, a speculative 
proposition proposes, or brings into being, a universe instead of merely 
representing a preexisting one; it proposes “the general character of the 
universe required for that fact” (PR, 11). Coherence demands that the 
metaphysical proposition is not isolated, a “self- sustained fact,” and so 
must presuppose the universe that is required for it to exist. “Life is novelty” 
is a construction that is generative of its own ground, or “image of thought,” 
in the language of Deleuze and Guattari, which is necessary for it to be 
meaningful as a speculative proposition. “Speculative propositions,” as 
Stengers puts it, “do not designate a world that exists prior to them, but, 
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quite the contrary, they bring into existence what Deleuze and Guattari 
call an ‘image of thought’” (TWW, 267).

And yet underwriting this convergence between the register of White-
head and that of Deleuze and Guattari is an important divergence: while 
for the latter, a philosophic concept constructs an image of thought as its 
required ground, this image is imageless, without a human, subject, object, 
or any reference at all; it is the preconceptual “earth or deterritorialization” 
that must be presupposed as the Real ground of thought.84 Whitehead’s 
plane, by contrast, is not a preconceptual, or an un- abstracted Real, but 
rather the set of abstractions that requires invention in order to realize a 
particular perspective. For Whitehead, there is no going behind abstrac-
tions; there is no unmediated experience.85 “We cannot think without ab-
stractions,” he tells us Science and the Modern World, and so there is no 
pure or uninterpreted experience (cf. PR, 15). What is brought into being, 
therefore, is a general system of abstractions, a scheme of notions neutral 
vis- à- vis specialized interests; but this ultimate neutrality is human 
thought’s imaginative construction of a world that is neutral with respect to 
its own interests. There is no pretension, then, concerning metaphysical de-
scriptions exhausting the Real, or even ever getting the latter partially 
“right”— as in the accumulative epistemology so prevalent in the technosci-
ences.86 In the preface to Process and Reality, Whitehead writes that “there 
remains the final reflection, how shallow, puny, and imperfect are efforts to 
sound the depths in the nature of things. In philosophical discussion, the 
merest hint of dogmatic certainty as to finality of statement is an exhibition 
of folly” (PR, xiv).

Critically, however, Whitehead’s speculative abstractions do not warrant 
the critique of “mere” construction, in which they would be abstractions that 
somehow obfuscate the Real, and be in need of “Critique.” Although the 
speculative proposition does not represent the Real, proposing a “view- 
from- nowhere,” it is no less a part of it: “a proposition is a new kind of enti-
ty,” in Whitehead’s thought; “it is a hybrid between pure potentialities and 
actualities,” and has an existence that is irreducible to representation (PR, 
185– 86). In this way, the proposition is an immanent abstraction in the 
Real that proposes a new way of experiencing; it is a “lure for feeling” the 
world differently, a new habit of thought, without “the merest hint of dog-
matic certainty.”

It is in this perspective that two of the most unlikely thinkers, namely, 
Whitehead and Laruelle, experience a convergence over philosophy’s ma-
terials: they are segments in the Real without being final perspectives on 
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the Real. With this, we also get a better sense of how Whitehead’s pro-
posed “perspective on perspectivelessness” is not Deleuze and Guattari’s 
preconceptual immanence given through the concept. This is a point 
worth emphasizing because Whitehead’s image of thought is not Deleuze 
and Guattari’s. Philosophy is a real “adventure,” but an abstract one, whose 
success can be measured only against its ability to transform experience 
according to the human problem it poses for itself, and not against its suf-
ficiency for the construction of a preconceptual Real. The speculative prop-
osition has pragmatic value.

Thus, “life is novelty” is a proposition that embodies the “hypothetical” 
character of speculative philosophy (cf. AI, 222). That “life” is not empiri-
cally verifiable, that it cannot be measured according the standard biologi-
cal or even emergentist criteria— as something “out- there”— means that it 
requires some other means of verification to guarantee that its construction 
is adequate. We must measure its success according to the task it was given.

This is why Whitehead will insist that corresponding to a system’s “co-
herence” is its “adequacy” and “applicability,” or what provides the justifi-
cation of rational systematization. These two requirements correspond 
to the “empirical side” of the philosophic method, where applicability 
“means that some items of experience are thus interpretable, and [adequa-
cy] means that there are no items incapable of such interpretation” (PR, 3). 
What this means is that particular observations (applicability) may be cel-
ebrated in terms that are relevant to all observations (adequacy). As 
Whitehead explains,

Whatever is found in “practice” must lie within the scope of metaphysical de-
scription. When the description fails to include the ‘practice’ the metaphysics 
is inadequate and requires revision. There can be no appeal to practice to sup-
plement metaphysics, so long as we remain contented with our metaphysical 
doctrines. Metaphysics is nothing but the description of the generalities which 
apply to all the details of practice. (PR, 13)

Suffice it to say that it is these empirical requirements, which determine 
whether practices are now interpretable in terms that include all other 
practices, provide the verification for imaginative rationalization. The ra-
tional requires the empirical for its verification; or rather, coherence is 
achieved to the extent that it is adequate and applicable. The rational and 
empirical are in mutual presupposition, requiring each other for their 
completion.
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Hence Whitehead’s well- known suggestion that the philosophic method 
is analogous to the flight of an airplane:

The true method of discovery is like the flight of an aeroplane. It starts from 
the ground of a particular observation; it makes a flight into the thin air of 
imaginative generalization; and it again lands for renewed observation ren-
dered acute by rational interpretation. (PR, 5)

Systematization is justified to the extent that it transforms experience, that 
it lands from the thin air of imaginative rationalization and produces within 
us an experience of our specialized practices in terms that are irreducible to 
such specialization.87 Metaphysical concepts are what make it that the gen-
eral, what is generic, may matter; they are what induce in us an experience 
that does not let nature bifurcate. Stengers reminds us of Whitehead’s proc-
lamation in Modes of Thought: “the aim of philosophy is sheer disclosure” 
(MT, 49) and not the concepts themselves: “the concepts are required by the 
transformation of experience, but it is this disclosure that has, and always 
will have, the last word” (TWW, 17).

The take- away point here is that Whitehead’s perspective does not ap-
pear to be subject to the critique of “idealization” that Laruelle  levels 
against Deleuze and Guattari. At least in the way I am reading Whitehead, 
his abstractions are finite perspectives on the process by which any one per-
spective is deprivileged; but they are not, nor do they purport to be, the final 
perspective. There are no illusions in this regard to concepts constructing 
their own preconceptual ground as the Real. Rather, the plane of neutrality 
constructed by Whitehead is a construction in the Real, but whose “efforts 
to sound the depths of the nature of things” is “shallow, puny, and imper-
fect” (PR, xiv). Philosophy’s evidence is determined by the finitude of 
human experience, and so its abstractions are fallible; they are working hy-
potheses, abstractions, whose goal is “to coordinate the current human ex-
perience” in order to produce an experience that does not fall prey to habits 
of thought that overvalue any set of abstractions. In this view, abstractions, 
far from taking us away from experience, as Bergson once claimed, are ac-
tually generative of real experience, so that the measure of a good specula-
tive concept is its ability to generate an experience so that all is “in the same 
boat, to sink or swim together” (CN, 148).

My hypothesis then is this: what Whitehead adds to our overall picture 
is far from another subjectivization or idealization of the Real; but rather 
he adds a speculative pragmatics to our account, so that what is testified 
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to  is the reality of the transformation of human experience by means of 
thought.

Life, What Does It Make Matter?

The goal of this essay all along has been to make life matter. This in-
quiry has been framed in terms of what may seem like an idiosyncratic 
field in speculative science, known variously as “bottom- up synthetic biol-
ogy,” “wet ALife,” or even “wet- life synthesis.” My claim is that it is signifi-
cant for us precisely because it is an experimental science whose materials 
(molecules) arguably make the ontology of life a central question for itself; 
but it does so, as I have tried to stress, in such a way that obscures the most 
exciting metaphysical aspects of what their materials express. My sugges-
tion is that their experimentation with molecules supports a much more 
radical notion of life, one that is expressive of nonorganic life, a vitality im-
manent to the material world that parallels the nomadic sciences of De-
leuze and Guattari.

But as I have also tried to make clear, the validity of this proposition is 
undermined by recent speculative scholarship from Meillassoux, Thacker, 
Laruelle, among others, who all challenge the so- called neo- vitalist tradi-
tion for any number of sins, but most commonly for subjectivizing or ideal-
izing matter in some form. While my retort is that some of these critiques 
fail to appreciate Deleuze and Guattari’s constructivism, and that the  latter’s 
concepts are creative constructions, this still does not circumvent the prob-
lem that Laruelle identifies as an insidious form of transcendence that De-
leuze and Guattari’s immanence nevertheless maintains. The issue, then, is 
essentially this: there is a problem in identifying life with the Real, whether 
it be a preexistent Real, or a Real that must be given to itself. Either account 
produces a series of challenges.

My own suggestion is that we look to what I am calling the speculative 
pragmatics of Whitehead for promoting a notion of nonorganic life. As was 
indicated above, there are some important similarities between the concept 
of life in Whitehead and the nonorganic life of Deleuze and Guattari. And 
yet, my claim is that Whitehead’s justification for this construction avoids 
the pitfalls that plague Deleuze and Guattari’s construction. Whitehead 
stresses how life is a concept that can be justified only to the extent that it is 
generative of a particular kind of human experience— not a preexistent or 
preconceptual Real independent of human abstraction, but a real experi-
ence of the general within the particular, an event that is indissociable 
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from the problem thought has posed for itself: experience without falling 
prey to the fallacy that bifurcates nature.

With this turn to Whitehead, however, I do not mean to suggest that he 
resolves the problem of how nonorganic life is connected to the wet synthe-
sis of life once and for all— far from it. What I would suggest is that he ar-
ticulates the conditions under which this practice would make the con-
struction matter for it. As Whitehead insists, we always begin our speculative 
adventure somewhere: we begin in human experience; we “start from the 
ground of a particular observation . . .  [make] a flight into the thin air of 
imaginative generalization . . . [and land] for renewed observation rendered 
acute by rational interpretation (PR, 5). We begin in an experience and re-
turn to that experience renewed. And so in this case, we ask whether the 
concept of life transforms the experience of wet- life synthesis according to 
the problem posed.

As we have seen, wet- life synthesis, as a practice, must define what life 
is, if only to oppose it to the nonlife that its materials supposedly over-
come; but in so doing, it turns life into a “natural kind,” or an “in- itself,” 
with properties that hold irrespective of any cultural, historical, epistemic, 
and other variants, or what is merely “for us.” The practice must there-
fore affirm certain abstractions, while relegating others to irrelevancy, 
thereby committing the fallacy of misplaced concreteness that bifurcates 
nature.

As I took pains to emphasize, however, through the excursion into Deleuze 
and Guattari’s notions of metallurgy and nomadicism, the kinds of abstrac-
tions required for the existence of a scientific practice  cover over experiences 
of creative indeterminacy that resonate throughout all experiences— 
molecular, metallurgical, technological, organic, and so on. What White-
head adds here is how rigorous we must be when we say that these experi-
ences testify to nonorganic life.

Life is not “out there,” discoverable in molecular experiments; nor is it 
a concept that is purely “for us,” a “mere” construction that neither par-
ticipates in the Real nor has real effects. Rather, life is a real abstraction 
whose pragmatic value rests in its ability to generate a generic experience 
within the spheres of specialized practice. In this view, life is what makes 
it that nomadicism may matter in wet- life synthesis, so that the experi-
ences of “pure productivity” are not covered over in a higher- order ab-
stractions, but may be felt in solidarity with the rest of our experiences. 
To say that wet- life synthesis testifies to nonorganic life is to say that 
we  have posed the Whiteheadian problem for ourselves: to experience 
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experiments on the chemical universe nomadically through imaginative 
construction.
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