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Chapter | The Philosophy of Organism As
First Science ; Introduction

Philosophy is the quest for rational justification. In so far as this fundamental
aspect is concerned, there is no difference between philosophy and the special
sciences

and indeed between any departments of rational thought. But while

the special sciences concern themselves with specific domains of “validity”
that is, rational justifiability, philosophy aims at the exhibition or discovery of
ultimate principles of validity which are applicable to all modes or types of exist-
ence. Philosophy, in other words, must issue in Metaphysics as the First Science
of Rational Justification.

This is what, following Aristotle, has been traditionally called “ First Philos-
‘study of Being as Being. ” This too, I believe, is what White-
head had in mind when he began his monumental Process and Reality with the

&

ophy” or the

statement “ This course of lectures is designed as an essay in Speculative Philoso-
phy. 7" The “Philosophy of Organism”
sion of Speculative Philosophy is undoubtedly metaphysics. This metaphysics
as set forth in Process and Reality and Whitehead’s other philosophical works
contains, first, an ontology founded upon what I would describe as the * func-

as he so characterized his own ver-

tional conception of existence” and, in the second place, a theory of the uni-
hence the subtitle

verse interpretable in terms of his “functional ontology”
to the monumental work, “An essay on Cosmology. ”

“Speculative Philosophy, ” Whitehead states, “is the endeavour to frame a
coherent, logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms of which every ele-
ment of our experience can be interpreted. ” * For both Aristotle and White-
head, wisdom is knowledge of first principles which constitute the source of all
intelligibility and thus the rational ground of all existence. “The most intelligible
matters, = Aristotle remarked, “are first principles and basic reasons, since it is
by and through them that any given subject becomes intelligible, not vice
versa. "’ Whitehead undoubtedly had a similar idea when he noted that ratio-
nalism is the belief that clarity can only be reached by pushing explanation to its

" are “ formulations of

utmost limits. ”* Thus for him “ metaphysical categories’
the ultimate generalities, "° just as for Aristotle metaphysics or the chief science
is basically a “theory of first principles. ”° For both men these “first principles”
or “ultimate generalities” are the most basic explanatory factors. Together they
constitute what [ have already termed the “rational ground” of all existence.

Now explanation is describable as the general instrument of rational justifica-
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tion issuing in human knowledge. For to “explain” is to “make clear or intelligi-
ble” the rational ( or reasonable) character of things in a rational ( or reasonable )
manner. There is therefore this important distinction between the two senses of
“rationality” as pertaining, respectively, to the two sides or aspects of and expla-

“

nation namely, the “formal” or “subjective” and the
tive. " Rationality in the material or objective meaning is a property of the sub-

ject —matter or the “object” of explanation (that which is to be explained) ,

*material” or “ objec-

whereas rationality in the formal or subjective sense is an attribute of the agent of
explanation or the “subject” ——which is defined solely in terms of its explana-
tory functions and the method or procedure involved in performing such func-
tions ( the subject thus conceived may be a single investigator or a group or com-
munity of investigators) . These two sense of rationality have in common this ge-
neric meaning: it expresses the “rule —abiding, " “lawful, " or *orderly. ”
But their specific difference must be made clear. Thus, for instance, the * uni-
formity (or regularity) of nature” is an expression of the rational character of
natural objects or occurrences, whereas “ A thing cannot be both A and not A"
is a statement expressing a logical principle which constitutes a necessary require-
ment of rational method. These two senses of rationality are involved in every
explanation or rational justification. But it is important to draw the distinction
between a principle which constitutes an explanatory factor in respect of the ob-
ject and a principle which contributes to the determination of the rational subject
and its method. The same statement can be expressed more exactly by saying that
while a “material principle” is “constitutive” of subject — matter or object, a
*formal principle” is “constitutive” only of the subject, and not of the object;
it is, however, a “regulative principle” in respect of the object. Thus, for ex-
ample, the laws of motion are constitutive of a subject — matter consisting of
moving bodies, but the laws or principles of Formal Logic are only regulative in
respect of the subject —matter, though constitutive of the logical character of the
method of inquiry in question.

The object which constitutes the subject — matter of an explanation could
be anything whatsoever; simple or complex, animate or inanimate, natural or
artificial, real or fancied, actual or non —actual. With any such object we may
associate the idea of a “logical ground” or “logical subject” conceived as a “re-
pository” of explanatory principles or reasons. More precisely, the logical ground
of an object is a conceptual representation of the rational ground of its exist-
ence. Thus conceived there is a logical ground or logical subject for everything
rational. To explain a thing is to “construct” a logical ground for it; and every
logical ground is “constituted” by both formal and material principles. The pur-
that is,
of the logical ground of things. Depending upon

“

suit of knowledge is basically nothing but the *“ rationalization”

“systematic fulfillment”

the nature of this process of rationalization, we may distinguish three general iev-
els or stages of knowledge or rational justification: Common Sense, Science,
and Philosophy, the last being highest in status. The advance of knowledge
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through these three levels is ultimately directed towards the construction in meta-
physics of the Logical Ground of the Universe
that 1s, of the rational ground of all existence.

a conceptual determination,

This naturally raises the question as to how this Logical Ground of meta-
physics is to be constructed. In his statement concerning the basic function of
speculative philosophy as quoted earlier, Whitehead has given us a general an-
swer to this question, namely, by framing a “ coherent, logical, necessary sys-
tem of general ideas in terms of which every element of our experience can be
interpreted. "’ The key notions here are “ interpretation " and “ experi-

»
ence

or, more adequately, “ interpretation” and *“ experience as the
source and medium of interpretation. ” The two ideas are obviously inseparable,
and they may be combined in this central notion, the “interpretation of experi-
ence. " This is the central idea in Whitehead’s methodology. For him the meta-
physical construction of the Logical Ground of all things is basically an interpreta-
tion of experience. Interpretation, indeed, is the essence of all explanation or
conceptual representation. The meaning of this most fundamental concept,
which underlies all rational quest for knowledge, must be given a thorough ex-
amination.

Generally speaking, “interpretation” is founded upon what may perhaps be
recognized as the most fundamental relationship in metaphysics

namely, “in-
stantiation. ” More precisely, “ interpretation” is definable as a contrast in
thought between a “form” which specifies a condition or criterion and an object
which may or may not satisfy that condition or criterion. If the object thus con-
trasted with the form satisfies or fulfills the given condition or criterion, it is an
“instance” of the form (hence “instantiation” ) ; otherwise, the object may be
said to constitute a “ negative instance. ” For example, if the expression “x is
red” denotes a form which specifies the condition of being red, then any parti-
cular red thing would be an instance, whereas a yellow thing would constitute a
negative instance. A negative instance may be “significant” or “insignificant. ” In
respect to the condition “x is red” a yellow thing is negatively a significant in-
stance because it could be or could have been a red thing. A number, on the
other hand, would be an insignificant instance, for it could not be predicated as
being red. Hence all insignificant instances are negative, though not all negative
instances are insignificant.

A form is ontologically describable as a “texture of existence” as designated
“ontic variable,
which stands for objects which are possible instances of the form. The instantia-

by such expression as “X is red, ” where x may be termed an

”

tion of a texture of existence by an object
iable
istence is, logically speaking, a * propositional function” (as commonly called in
modern mathematical logic) ; while a text of existence a “ proposition. ” The
ontological and the logical represent then but two aspects of the same thing
namely, the metaphysical Polarity of Form and Object.

an “ontic value” of the given var-

is a “text of existence, " such as “This rose is red. ” A texture of ex-
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Before we proceed any further let us furnish here a sample of forms ( tex-
tures of existence or propositional functions) which may enable us to acquire a
general idea of their nature; “x is five —foot tall, ” “x is an electron, ” “x is
a real number, ” “x is a female engineer, 7 “x is a U. S. citizen in 1969, "
“x is the first President of the United States, ” “x loves y, " “x borrows from
y to pay z, © “Socrates is P, ¥ “This rose is P, ” “Plato is P, butnot Q, "
and the like. The letters x, y, z, p, and Q in these expressions are all ontic vari-
ables which stand for objects which are possible instances of the form in ques-
tion. It is to be noted at once that a form is not identifiable with its conceptual
determination, not to mention its linguistic representation. The face that we have
a concept does not necessarily mean that we have the concept of a valid
form. The concept “x is the greatest number, " for example, cannot be the
thought of a possible form, for the concept is self — contradictory. It may, how-
ever, be taken as the form of an impossibility

that is, a form which has no
instance.

Now both the object and the form of an instantiation may be simple or
complex. The object which satisfies the form “x loves y” is complex because it
can only be satisfied by couples one of which loves the other. “x is a
U. S. citizen in 1969, ” on the other hand, is to be instantiated by a simple ob-
ject or object taken as one thing.

A form is complex if it can be analyzed into a relationship of component
forms; otherwise it is simple or taken as simple. The propositional function “x is
a female engineer” expresses a complex form, for it can be analyzed into a rela-
tionship between two components, “x is a female” and “x is an engineer. ”
Similarly, “x is a real number” also denotes a complex form because, as the
mathematicians tell us, the real numbers are defined in terms of a complex set of
primitive ideas and axioms each of which constitute a component
condition. However, the expression “x is, red of a definite shade” may be taken
as denoting a simple form. The controversy as to whether or not there are abso-
lutely simple forms need not detain us here. Our view is that the distinction be-
tween simple and complex forms or objects can only be decided by context.

We have just introduced a Doctrine of Forms which is not at all identifiable
with Plato’s Theory of Ideas, nor with the medieval theory of universals. The
full meaning and significance of this new theory (as contrasted with the tradi-
tional one inherited from Plato) remains to be explored in the course of this
study. It will constitute the basic theoretical framework of our interpretation of
Whitehead’s philosophy. For it is this doctrine of forms which lies at the heart of
Whitehead’s metaphysical system that I see his most valuable contribution to phi-
losophy. This new doctrine, however, was not fully developed in his writings;
nor had it been rigorously formulated. But there is no doubt that all the necessary
ingredients for a full — fledged development of this theory were there in his
works. In what follows we shall attempt to present a crude outline of this doc-
trine together with a critique of the traditional points of view. Such discussion
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will well serve our main purpose here in this introductory chapter, which is to
determine the most salient features of Whitehead’s metaphysics. First of all, let us
return to the idea of interpretation, and try to see what connection there is be-
tween Being and Rationality.

To explain, Let us recall, is to make clear or intelligible the rational charac-
ter of things in a rational manner. The essence of explanation, as we have also
noted, is interpretation. This must mean that through interpretation the rationali-
ty of the object will be revealed in and through the rationality of the sub-
ject. Now interpretation has been defined in terms of the relationship of instantia-
tion. We have employed the term “ polarity” to describe this relationship be-
tween the form and the instance (or negative instance) as constituting two poles

of an instantiation. The two poles and herein lies the most distinctive feature

of the new theory are related as and solely as “condition” ( the form) and
the “conditioned” (the instance) . They are not related as “pattern™ and “ cop-
ies” as in the Platonic theory. A red thing “satisfies” ( fulfills or realizes) the
condition of being red, but it does not “imitate” the condition, nor *partici-
pate” in its being. Furthermore, the form as specifying a condition is not more
“perfect” than any of its instances: it makes no sense to say that the condition
of being mortal is more perfect than a mortal being. Nor is a form necessarily “e-
ternal” (or more properly, non —spatial and non —temporal) ; there are condi-
tions which can only be satisfied a limited number of times (e.g., “x is a
U. S. citizen in 1969” ) , and there are conditions which can only be satisfied
once (e. g., “x is the first President of the United States” ) . Finally, a form is
not more “real” than its instances; forms are mediums of reality. In the new the-
ory a form may be itself “informed” ———that is, in the sense that a condition
may be itself conditioned. In most traditional analysis the emphasis tends to be
one —sided with respect to the dichotomy between the so — called “ universals”
and “particulars. 7 According to one side of the historical controversy, universals
are absolute and self — sustaining: they are solely conditioning, but not condi-
tioned by the particulars. According to the other side, particulars alone exist; u-
niversals are either abstractions or exist only in our mind. Both sides fail to see
that universals and particulars require each other in their being; they are interde-
pendent and mutually conditioned. Universals exist as “conditions of character,”
while particulars exist as “conditions of exclusive limitation” ; and their relation-
ship is functionally mediated by

3

‘ conditions of relative status. © We shall arrive
at this three —fold distinction between forms or conditions in the proper occa-
sion.

Now according to the new theory, the “being” of a thing is its “ condi-
tionality”

stance ( conditioned) . In so far as it exists as form and conditioning, it exists as

that is, its character of existence as form ( condition) or as in-

Function, and in so far as it exists as instance and conditioned, it exists as Sub-
stance. Since nothing exits absolutely or solely as function or as substance, every-
thing must exist both as substance and as function. To function is to contrib-
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ute that is, to the determination of some other being ( or beings) , while to
“subsist” or “abide” as substance is to “acquire” contributions from other be-
ings. Thus we may say that while substance defines the reality of a thing with re-
spect to “self —determination, ” function does so with respect to “other —deter-
mination. ” It is obvious that what is comprised in the substance of one thing
must be the function of another, and vice versa. The teachings that a pupil re-
ceived from his teacher constitute substance for the pupil, but function for the
teacher. Here the teacher is conditioning, while the pupil is being condi-
tioned. But the process of education actually involves the interaction between the
teacher and the pupils. Viewed from the standpoint of the teacher, he is being
conditioned by his pupils, whose reactions contribute substantially to his own
determination.

Now “condition” is essentially a2 “normative” concept: it contains in itself
a “rule” or “law” which commands or demands satisfaction or conforma-
tion. Herein lies the relationship between being and rationality. Briefly, the ra-

tionality of a thing is just its “rule —abidingness. ” That which is rational or rea-

sonable is rule — abiding hence not —arbitrary; the opposite of rationality is
the arbitrariness of determination. Metaphorically, rationality may be said to ex-
press the “game — character” of the universe. The essence of a game is no more
than its rules which are coordinated to form a conditional complex. It is this
game — character of things that constitute their intelligibility. Hence the purpose
of explanation must be directed to the discovery of game —character. This is the
reason why interpretation constitutes the essence of explanation. For to interpret
is to discover the rule —abidingness of things. Moreover, since the game — char-
acter of an object consists basically in a conditional complex upon which its being
as substance and function depends, to discover the rationality of an object is to
discover its being, and vice versa. And this means that rational analysis must basi-
cally take the form of conditional analysis, which centers round the relation of
instantiation. The question now arises, what is capable of conditional analysis?

The answer is, Everything whatsoever. This is the case because everything
must have some game — character: it must satisfy some rule or condition. A thing
which absolutely satisfies no rules or conditions would have no “being. ” And
that which has no being cannot be conceived or talked about.

The “being” of a thing or object is definable as its “manner of existence”
in terms of (a) “character, " (b) “position, " and (c) “ exclusive
limitation. ” The character of a thing is its definite *
ple, the shape, the size, the color, and other qualities that jointly characterize a
the “here —and
—now’” of the statue from the standpoint of a given observer. And the fact that
the thing has this but not that
that particular position is its exclusive limitation. Thus the being of an object
is an instantiation of three major types of forms or conditions, as we have cited
earlier; namely, (a) conditions of character, (or definiteness) , (b) conditions

&

*whatness” for exam-

particular statue. Its position is its relative status in a context

particular character and this but not
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of position ( or relative status) , and (c¢) conditions of exclusive limitation. If a
thing has no being because it satisfies absolutely no rules or conditions, it would
have neither character, nor position, and, as it must follow, no exclusive limita-
tion. Such a thing is, indeed, inconceivable.

This, I believe, is the correct interpretation of what has been traditionally
identified as the Identification of Being and Thought. To “be” is to be “inter-
pretable”

that 1s, as instance of some form or as satisfying certain rule or
at least as fulfilling
the condition of being thought of, any conceivable object has being

condition. Since all objects of thought are interpretable

and a
which would also

mode or degree of rationality. “Absolute non —being”
cannot be conceived and talked about.

mean “absolute irrationality”

Now if “absolute non —being” is impossible, so is “absolute unreality. ”
“Reality” is justifiable existence. The reality of a thing, in other words, is its va-
lidity or justifiability. Everything is in a sense real because it must be in some way
valid or justifiable. For rational thought justifiability depends solely upon the
game — character of things

that is, their rule — abidingness. The being of a
thing is justified solely by the forms or conditions which it realizes or ful-
fills. Thus the being of a physical event (e. g., a thunder) is justified by the
physical laws governing its occurrence (e. g. , the laws of electricity) . And Na-
ture as a whole is justified by the totality of laws which define the Natural Or-
der. Logically speaking, all game — characters are of equal status. The game —
character of one’s waking life enjoys no privilege over the game — character of a
dream. Hence we cannot, strictly speaking, speak of something as unreal, or as
more real than another. *Everything is something, ” says Whitehead, * which
in its own way is real. When you refer to something as unreal, you are merely
conceiving a type of reality to which that ‘ something”’ does not belong. ""

But in what sense, for example, is the centaur real, and also unreal? The
centaur is real when it is conceived solely as an object ( an animal) created by
human imagination. It is unreal when compared with such objects as dogs, tiger,
human beings, and so forth, which are actually presented in our sensuous expe-
rience. Hence when we refer to the centaur as unreal, what we really mean is
that it does not belong to the type of reality to which dogs, tigers, human be-
ings, and so forth, belong. “Unreality, ” in other words, expresses a special
‘incompatibility” between any two or more ob-
jects from the standpoint of a given form or conditional complex. Logically, we

&

case of reality: it refers to an

express this by saying that they do not belong to the same class, which White-
head calls, as an ontological concept, a “type of reality. ”

The notion of “absolute unreality” is therefore groundless. This does not
mean that the tern “unreality” cannot be used to designate a relative con-

cept relative, that is, to what is prejudged as real. Thus according to Plato,
for instance, things in the corporeal world are considered as unreal relative to the
Ideas which are real and “truly are” because they are eternal, immutable, per-

fect, and intelligible. But even granted that the Ideas indeed possess these charac-
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teristics, to describe them as real adds nothing to their essential being. And if we
should employ these characteristics as criteria of reality which we impose upon all
things, they are indicative not of the nature of things, but rather of what we are
or what we want them to be.

But just as there can be no such thing as “absolute non —being” consid-
ered as that which satisfies utterly no forms or conditions, so there can be no
“absolute being” if by that we mean something which is an in-
stance of all forms or conditions. The absolutely unconditioned is as much an im-
possibility as the absolutely conditioned, let alone their combination as in

Spinoza’s God or Hegel's Absolute. The former is impossible because it cannot

such thing as

be conceived, the latter is impossible because there are conditions which are op-
posites of contraries. If John is taller than Paul, for instance, then he cannot also
be shorter than the latter. And a red thing cannot be green at the same time un-
der the same circumstances. This means, in short, that any object which is capa-
ble of conditional (and therefore rational) analysis is necessarily limited or “ex-
clusively” determined; it can realize some conditions, but never all condi-
tions. It follows that being (or existence) is necessarily finite, reality ( the validi-
ty of being) an essential expression of limitation. “ All forms of realization,
Whitehead observed, “Express some aspect of finitude. Such a form expresses its
nature as being this, and not that. In other words, it expresses exclusion; and
exclusion means finitude. "’

This idea of “limitation” ( Whitehead sometimes called it “ exclusive limita-
tion” ) may be said to constitute the focal point of Whitehead’s metaphysics. For
Whitehead reality is necessarily limited, and its limitation presupposes process as
the medium of limitation. Limitation, in other words, is the very factor whereby
reality and process are inseparable. More exactly, process is the medium in and
through which every real thing expresses a “ fusion of the finite and the
infinite. """ Conditions are infinite. But every realization is finite in the sense that
it represents a selective fulfillment of the infinitely diverse conditions which, pri-
or to their realization, are mere possibilities or potentialities. And this selective
fulfillment of infinite conditions is basically what Whitehead meant by
“actuality. " The notion of an actuality is that of an “agency” whose “decision”
and “activity” are required for any finite limitation of infinitude.

“Actuality, " says Whitehead, “is the decision amid potentiality. """ An
actuality then is a “decision —maker, ” for whom the available potentiality con-
stitutes the “element of givenness. ” But for Whitehead the essence of actuality
lies not merely in “decision — making, ” but more fundamentally in the active
fulfillment of what is intended in the “decision. ” The phrase “decision amid
potentiality” means, in other words, not just an act of choice, but most em-
phatically an “activity procuring limitation. ” The following passage which con-
tains the basis of our interpretation of Whitehead’s philosophy must, in spite of
its length, be quoted in its entirety;

For rationalistic thought, the notion of “givenness” carries with it a refer-
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ence beyond the mere data in question. It refers to a “decision” whereby what is
“given” is separated off from what for that occasion is “not given. ” This ele-
ment of “givenness” in things implies some activity procuring limitation. The
word “decision” does not here imply conscious judgment, though in some * de-
cisions” consciousness will be a factor. The word is used in its root sense of a
“cutting off. ” The ontological principle declares that every decision is referable
to one or more actual entities, because in separation from actual entities there is
nothing, merely nonentity—— “The rest is silence. ”

The ontological principle asserts the relativity of decision; whereby every
decision expresses the relation of the actual thing, for which a decision is made,
to an actual thing by which that decision is made. But “decision” cannot be con-
strued as a causal adjunct of an actual entity. It constitutes the very meaning of
actuality. An actual entity arises from decisions for it, and by its very existence
provides decisions for other actual entities which supersede it. Thus the ontologi-
cal principle is the first stage in constituting a theory embracing the notions of
“actual entity, ” “givenness, " and “process. ” Just as “ potentiality for
process” is the meaning of the more general term “entity, ” or “thing” ; so
“decision” is the additional meaning imported by the word “actual” into the
phrase “actual entity. 7 “ Actuality” is the decision amid “potentiality. " It repre-
sents stubborn fact which cannot be evaded. The real internal constitution of an
actual entity progressively constitutes a decision conditioning the creativity which
transcends that actuality. The Castle Rock at Edinburgh exists from moment to
moment, and from century to century, by reason of the decision effected by its
own historic route of antecedent occasions.

In this passage are contained not only the germinal ideas of Whitehead’s
metaphysical system, but also the basic schema which runs through the entire
framework of the organic philosophy. The essence of Whitehead’s speculative
thought can indeed be summed up in the so — called “ ontological principle”
which defines actuality in terms of agency, and being in terms of the “relativity
of decision. ” Whitehead’s metaphysics is basically then a Theory of Agency, of
which all the details of the organic philosophy are extensions or applications. This
dissertation is an attempt to demonstrate the metaphysical validity of this theory,
and to trace its essential development and application in Whitehead’s philoso-
phy. And we hope to accomplish this purpose in a manner which is at once more
rigorous and more concretely understandable than the one Whitehead himself
had adopted. What is in order here in this introductory chapter is a preliminary
account and elucidation of the germinal ideas in Whitehead’s metaphysics, as so
succinctly formulated in the passage above cited.

To begin with, let us look closely into the idea of actuality in terms of
some concrete illustration. The Castle Rock at Edinburgh, to use Whitehead’s
own example, is an “actual thing. ” At a particular moment of its history, the
Castle Rock exists as a concrete fact, characterized by a definite manner of exist-
ence; it is definite in its particular character as well as in its position in space and



12 Context and Reality

and not that

time. The fact that it has this
and not that particular position, is its limitation. The Castle Rock as con-
cretely given is limited in the sense that its being expresses an exclusive realization
of the infinitely diverse potentialities. Every settled concrete fact is limited or im-

particular character, this

plies exclusion; it is furthermore marked by an inherent “negativity. ” Its nega-
tivity arises from the fact that it might have been otherwise: it is what constitutes
the meaning of “givenness. ” “The meaning of ‘ givenness’ , ” says Whitehead,
“is that what is ‘ given’ might not have been ‘given’; and that what is not
‘given’ might have been given’ . "' The Castle Rock as given here and
now might not have been what it is and where it 1s; 1t might have been de-
stroyed, for instance. But the very fact that it is what it is and where it is implies
the pre —existence of a factor which was responsible for its factual givenness by
overcoming the negativity in question. This is the origin of the idea of an "actual
entity” ——which was also termed by Whitehead “actual occasion” or “occa-
conceived as an active agent which is at once a " deci-

sion of experience”
sion —maker” and an “operator” carrying out its own decision. For Whitehead
as for Aristotle, agency belongs only to concrete individual things which may
perform their functions individually or collectively. How actual entities may carry
out their functions of agency both individually and collectively is precisely what
constitutes the central problem in the organismic philosophy. It is a problem con-
cisely defined by the phrase “the relativity of decision. 7 We shall arrive at its
basic meaning in the following exposition.

Now an agent is what it does: its being as agent is exhausted by its agency,
which is conceivable as a unity of activities, acts, actions, or operations ( these
terms are for us synonymous) . The agent as agent is no more than such opera-
tional unity. This is what Whitehead had in mind when he described an actual
that is, of “ acts of
‘experience” is here used metaphorically

“

entity as an “ individual unity of experience ”

or liter-
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experience. ” = The term

ally (depending upon whether conscious judgment is involved) to suggest
or convey the idea of “decision —making” which is normally regarded as a men-
tal activity or, in Whitehead’s terminology, “act of experience. ” The term is
also meant to connote the general notion of activity as some sort of power or en-
ergy which pervades our awareness or experience of ourselves as living beings. All
these meanings or connotations are subsumed by Whitehead under the general
term “prehension”
of prehension may best be conceived as expressing a relationship or mode of con-
nection between agency and its givenness. Thus “ conceptual prehensions” are
expressive ( metaphorically or otherwise) of the deliberations of the agent issuing
in a “decision amid potentiality, ” while “physical prehensions” refer to acts of

or, in some parts of his writings, “feeling, ” This idea

appropriation or transformation involved in the actual carrying out of the deci-
sion. And whereas “positive prehensions” involve data or elements of givenness
which are actually accepted or being made use of by the agent, " negative pre-
hensions” are those in which the data are considered but rejected. In brief, the
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character of the agent or actual entity is completely describable in terms of its
prehensions. For “the essence of an actual entity, ” says Whitehead, “consists
solely in the fact that it is a prehending thing. ™"

An actively “prehending thing” is a living center of activity and process of
becoming: as such, it constitutes itself as “subject. ” And anything which is the
“concern” or datum of a subject is an “object. " In Whitehead’s metaphysics the
subject —object relationship acquires a much broader meaning than is attributed
to it in the subjectivistic tradition of modern philosophy. For Whitehead the es-
sence of subjectivity is activity, of which thought or conscious mental acts con-
stitute only a special case. Subject and object, in other words, are not necessarily
(as a matter of fact, rarely) related as thinker and thought ( that which is
thought) , but rather as, generally, operator ( which is no more than its opera-
tions) and operandum ( or that which is operated upon by an operator) . That
“prehen —sion” is essentially an operational concept was made quite unmistaka-
bly clear by Whitehead himself in these words:

An occasion of experience is an activity, analyzable into modes of functio-
ning which jointly constitute its process of becoming. Each mode is analysable in-
to the total experience as active subject, and into the thing or object with which
the special activity is concerned. This thing is a datum, the is to say, is describa-
ble without reference to its entertainment in that occasion. An object is anything
performing this function of a datum provoking some special activity of the occa-
sion in question. Thus subject and object are relative terms. An occasion is a sub-
ject in respect to its special activity concerning an object; and anything is an ob-
ject in respect to its provocation of some special activity within a subject. Such a
mode of activity is termed a *pre —hension. ”'°

Thus, according to Whitehead, there are three factors involved in every
prehension: (a) the prehending “subject” or the actual occasion within which
the prehension is a detail of activity or specialized operation; (b) the “datum”
which is the object prehended; (c) the “subjective form” which is how that
subject prehends that datum. " The subjective form of a prehension is what dis-
tinguishes or separates it from other prehensions or modes of activity within the
same actual occasion. And every actual occasion is distinct from every other by
virtue of its peculiar complex of subjective forms. In fact, a pre hending subject
depends for its internal constitution upon its complex of subjective forms. '* It is
necessary to point out at once that the idea of an active subject is not that of a
permanent substratum. “It is fundamental to the metaphysical doctrine of the
philosophy of organism, ” Whitehead remarked, “that the notion of an actual
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entity as the unchanging subject of change is completely abandoned. Every

actual entity constitutes itself in and through a process of “ concrescence”
that is, a “growing together” of diverse activities or functions directed to the re-
alization of a common objective which constitutes what is called its “subjective
aim” (the aim of a prehending subject) . The unity of an actual entity is there-
fore a operational or functional unity, defined in terms of an identity of purpose,



