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Preface

The conference” Whitehead and China in the New Millen-
nium co-sponsored by the Center for Studies of Values & Cul-
ture of Beijing Normal University and the Center for Process
Studies of the United States was held in Beijing Normal Uni-
versity of China on 17" June 2002. The conference mainly dis-
cussed such issues as values philosophy process thought the re-
lationship between Whiteheadian philosophy and Chinese tradi-
tional culture as well as their contributions to human civiliza-
tion thereof. Yuan Guiren Director of Center for Studies of Val-
ues & Culture Han Zhen Executive Director of the Center and
Dr. John B. Cobb Jr. Professor David Ray Griffin from the
Center for Process Studies of the United States co-chaired the
conference. About 160 experts and scholars from the United
States Canada France Australia Belgium Austria Japan
Korea India Taiwan Hong Kong Macao and the mainland of
China attended the meeting. During the conference Dr. John
B.Cobb Jr. Professor Han Zhen Professor David Ray Griffin
Mr. Ronald P. Phipps Professor Zhao Dunhua Peking Univer-
sity  Professor Feng Ping Fudan University  Professor

Ouyang Kang Huazhong University of Science & Technolo-
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gy delivered speeches. The theses of the conference are very
comprehensive including Marxist philosophy values philoso-
phy process thought Chinese traditional culture postmod-
ernism globalization science education ecological environment
and enterprise management etc. .

To push forward the relevant studies we select more than
70 articles among 100 papers subscribed to the conference and
edited them into this book. The whole book consists of four
aspects as follows values philosophy process thought social
development East and West. For the conveniences of exchange
the articles by foreign scholars and those by some Chinese schol-
ars are published in English.

In view of the wide topics and different knowledge back-
grounds and interests shared by scholars we editors may have
made some inevitable mistakes during selecting and editing. Any

critic remarks will be appreciated.
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The Value of Adventures One Understanding of Whitehead

The Value of Adventures
One Understanding of Whitehead

Han Zhen
Center for Studies of Values & Culture of Beijing Normal University China

According to A. N. Whitehead 1861—1974  the universe is an infinite
open dynamic and becoming process full of diversity creativity and life. This is
particularly so in the case of human society. In essence human civilization is a cre-

ative process with most abundant potentiality.

| . Is Adventurousness Necessary or Not

To this question Whitehead’s answer is in the affirmative. Both individual
growth and social development require creativity and change which are essentially
adventures. So adventure is inherent in human life and civilization.

As to individuals “ each individual embodies an adventure of existence. The art
of life is the guidance of this adventure.” © Everyone inevitably experiences some
valuable adventures in his life. It is these adventures that accelerate his growth. The
most adventurous people tend to achieve much more than others. With respect to the
whole human society the development of civilization necessitates diversity and con-
stant changes of its forms. Change and innovation are of first importance to the cul-
ture. Change means altering the previously familiar forms while innovation means
venturing into the unknown field whose future can’t be predicated. On this account

in his famous Adventures of lIdeas Whitehead writes “ adventure belongs to the

O A. N. Whitehead The Aims of Education & other Essays The Macmillan Company New York
1929 p.61.
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essence of civilization.” © Whitehead has exactly grasped the character of human civi-
lization i.e. without healthy adventure there would be no human evolution and so-
cial progress.

A living civilization requires learning but it lies beyond it. Inheritance is neces-
sary but not sufficient for the civilization. Only after human beings ventured into the
plain from the woods could they produce a completely new civilization. Human beings
venturing to move about from one land to another may account for the diversity of
culture. We can say that all the achievements in the past can be largely attributed to
the adventurousness. To a large extent history was created by those adventurous
people.

Without adventures there would be no happening without happening there
would be no future without future there would be no new things. The value of ad-
ventures lies in its leading to happening while the value of happening lies in its possi-
bility of opening the future and of stimulating creativity. For Whitehead the histori-
cal progress is embodied in new models being introduced into conceptual experiences
to get a different transcendental perspective. Only after we gain a new perspective
transcending reality can we enable ourselves to merge into the creative historical pro-
cess. Hence in our life we shouldn’t blindly imitate but give free rein to our imagi-
nation and creativity constantly stepping into the unknown field. Physical wandering
is still important but greater still is the power of man’s spiritual adventures. New
adventures as in thought fresh experiences as in emotion and diversification as in the
aesthetic experiences can arouse one’s enthusiasm and creativity.

Nowadays everyone will agree that science and technology is the first productive
force. In essence science and technology are just spiritual adventures. Whitehead

writes

Modern science has imposed on humanity the necessity for wandering. [Its progressive
thought and its progressive technology make the transition through time from generation to

generation a true migration into uncharted seas of adventure. The very benefit of wandering is

@ A. N. Whitechead Adwventures of Ideas Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1947 p.380.
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The Value of Adventures One Understanding of Whitehead

that it is dangerous and needs skills to avert evils. We must expect therefore that future will
disclose dangers. It is the business of the future to be dangerous and it is among the merits of

science that it equips the future for its duties. )

Science and technology themselves are adventures because they seek to probe
the secrets of the universe and change the framework of the objective world. Science
is liable to produce dangers which human beings have to face. It is science and tech-
nology that lead us to a situation where there are so many dangers that we must al-
ways keep vigilant.

Education also requires adventurousness. Just as Whitehead says education is
discipline for the adventure of life research is intellectual adventure. The successful
education should aim at making the youth experience fun in adventure and explo-
ratiom. The key task of all kinds of education is to vitalize the knowledge. So
schools especially” universities should be homes of adventure shared in common by
young and old.” @ Today education is exceedingly important because education in
which® adventure of action met the adventure of thought” @ can greatly promote the
social prosperity and progress.

Metaphysics is a spiritual adventure as well. “ Apart from metaphysical presup-
position there can be no civilization.” ® Metaphysical understanding can guide one’s
imagination and provide basis for one’s thought and action. Metaphysics is a kind of
spiritual innovation. Every time metaphysics ventures it ends the past discoveries
and calls the future adventures. According to Whitehead one shouldn’t be fettered
by his ideal. Ideals like flowing water keep moving on and on without even mo-
mentary stop though it is usually taken for granted that ideals are timeless. We must

constantly promote our ideals. An ideal is actually a wish to innovate while innova-

@D A. N. Whitehead Science and the Modern World Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1930 pp.
258-259.

©@ A. N. Whitechead The Aims of Education & Other Essays The Macmillan Company New York
1929 p.147.

@ 1Ibid p.143.

@ A. N. Whitehead Adwentures of Ideas Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1947 p. 164.
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tion means adventure. From the historical point of view all the great innovations ex-
clusively begin with the metaphysical adventures. Only through spiritual adventures

can we fully develop our imagination and see into the more valuable goal and future.

II . How to Maintain the Adventurousness

Since adventurousness is the source of civilization it is evidently important to
maintain it. Now how to retain the impulses to venture instead of being conserva-
tive

To keep adventurous first of all one shouldn’t be steeped in the past success.
In other words real success requires innovation. Even if an innovation fails it is still
much better than following the old routine.

In the natural world evolution is incarnated in the rupture and transformation of
the order. The essence of life is embodied in the failure of the present order. The evo-
lution of life is an adventure in which the forms of life unceasingly change. It is by
means of adventure that life gains the possibility of developing in the future.

In the human society change and innovation are even more important and neces-
sary. Anything including so-called perfect thing can’t bear the dull repetition
which will turn everything magnificent into lifeless customs. Following the beaten
track will blunt the function of systems. Submitting to the convention will erode
one’s creativity. If adventurousness is suppressed by the conventional rules and ortho-
dox views imagination and creativity may be forfeited and thereby society loses vig-
or. With regard to the literature Whitehead writes “ in its day the literature of the
past was an adventure ” O because it needs to break through the original norms. Dull
imitation will greatly decrease the attraction of an art work. As to love it is neces-
sary for the lovers to frequently add fresh content to keep love alive. Even the morals
require unceasing otherwise they will degenerate into mechanical and boring regula-

tions. To state it in Whiteheadian words “ moral consists in the aim at the ideal. . .

@D A. N. Whitehead Adwentures of Ideas Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1947 p. 360.
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The Value of Adventures One Understanding of Whitehead

stagnation is the deadly foe of morality.” @ Stagnant morals may hinder or even disin-
tegrate a civilization.

If there is no adventurousness or impulse to innovate the civilization will lose its
vigor. In a society lacking in creativity as Whitehead writes “ there remains the
show of civilization without any of its realities.” @ A society deficient in adventur-
ousness like a corpse without soul will lack intelligence of a sound civilization
though it has the appearance of the civilization.

In order to keep the civilization alive we should venture into as many fields as
possible instead of seeking safety in closed castles. The tortoise has lost motive to
evolve because of its hard shells in some areas deer have become weak after the
wolves were annihilated. In ancient China for another example the Great Wall had
been built to resist the northern tribes but it proved wrong to get security in this
way. The nomadic tribes had constantly swarmed into the inland across the Great
Wall.

It was the great ideal to pursue perfection that had roused and pushed forward
the Hellene who created distinctive and perfect way of life form of art and mode of
thought. However after the Hellene achieved the perfections their inspirations
started to wither away. Exploration and creativity were displaced by conservation and
repetition. As a result they finally lost their leading role in the world history. Just as
Whitehead expresses such phenomenon “ without adventure civilization is in full de-
cay.” ©®

In Science and Modern World Whitehead mentioned the situation in the 19"
century the dull atmosphere of middle class dominated the whole society and people
“ placed an excessive value upon placidity of existence. They refused to face the neces-
sities for intellectual reform imposed by the new industrial system and they are now

refusing to face the necessities for intellectual reform imposed by new knowledge.” @

@D A. N. Whitehead Adwentures of Ideas Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1947 p.346.

@ Ibid p.359.

® Ibid p.360.

@ A. N. Whitehead Science and the Modern World Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1930
p.259.
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This situation was far from a prosperous civilization but a stagnant one. Eventually
the placidity was broken by the First World War. In Whiteheadian opinion though
* there is a degree of instability which is inconsistent with civilization. But on the
whole the great ages have been unstable ages.” © The key point here is that the civi-
lization will by no means led by the uncontrollable destructive power but by sound
adventures.

Secondly in order to retain adventurousness we ought to tolerate or even create
diversification. We shouldn’t persistently aim at purity and unity which are as dull
as ditch water and will lead to standstill. In fact only in diversification can a person
keep his thought active.

Diversity can cause curiosity which in turn rouses thought. As Whitehead says

“ A diversification among human communities is essential for the provision of incentive
and material for the Odyssey of the human spirit.” @ The multiplicity of culture is not
the obstacle of civilization but the prerequisite of its development.

For the sake of keeping diversification we must learn to admit imperfections.

Any perfection is comparatively relative. In this sense  Whitehead writes

There are in fact higher ond lower perfections and an imperfection aiming at a higher
type stands above lower perfections. . . . Progress is founded upon the experience of discordant
feelings. The social value of liberty lies in its production of discords. There are perfections be-
yond perfections. All realization is finite and there is no perfection which is the infinitude of

all perfections. . .. Thus the value of Discord is a tribute to the merits of Imperfection. ®

Discords and imperfections will arouse desires to improve which will stimulate
the drives to venture and innovate which open the possibilities of developing.
Indeed in discords and imperfections there is always a sense of frustration.

“ But even Discord may be preferable to a feeling of slow relapse into general an aes-

@ A. N. Whitehead Science and the Modern World Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1930 p.259.
@ 1Ibid p.258.
@ A. N. Whitehead Adventures of Ideas Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1947 pp.330-331.



