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" An Inconsistency in Whiteheadds Theory of Knowledge!

Introduction

The title of this paper may, if an explanation is not given, sound rather

. ambitious, so I will without de?ay report that the inconsistency I will

write about is discussed in Dr. John Blyth's " Whitehead's Theory of

Knowledge", Dr. Blyth's booklet is the firs%ftggpgy knowledge, at a
critical evaluation of Whitehead's outstanding and most representative

work, Process_and Reality. The book has as a subtitle, an Essay in CosmoZogy,

and it presents a comprehensive system of general ideas in terms of which
* Whitehead interprets the whole of experience. 8@ Dr. Blyth's analysis
centers on Whitehead's theory of knowledge, since f{i{g{ for Whitehead,
i as for all other philosophers, this is the critical point around which
the whole of his ppeculative philosophy is evol@ed.

The inconsistency will be seen to rise from the universal assumptions which

are intrinsic to Whitehead's system g and not from some standard applied

1 by the critic and which is'exﬁterior to the main assumptions and methods

Pl of Whitehead's book.

ék To achieve an adequate understanding of both Whitehead's theory of knowledge
: - and b6 thme to a ciear appreciation ef the inconsistency which Dr. Blyth

 points out it will be necessary to explain some of the new vocabulaty

\;ﬁd‘the nbw o et hﬁt Whi;ghead, dissatisfied with the traditional

A @inébOSV,tthéh‘ ead to error, et obliged to coin in

:.‘

his system, These new terms and

yresentational immadi“




intr :
°duced as needed. Following a brief explanation of these terms, in a

contert in which they will be understood most easily, I will proceed with

& sta ement ang discussion of the major inconsistency . It will be con-
cluded thaf Whitehead's metaphysics suffer from internal incoherence of

the major principles with Whitchead assumes as critical points in his theory.
It is far beyond the scope of the writer and of this paper to suggest

even in what direction revision of the basic principles should proceed in

order to rid Whitehead's system of its fatal inconsistency.

An examination and Discudéion of the Basic Concepts inWhitehead's Systen.
Whitehead was dissatisfied with the old metaphysical lanquage because he felt
that it could not adequately explain the subjectivist principle introduced
by Descartes in terms of the substance-quality relationship. In aﬁcient
thought, coming to ﬁs from Aristotle, thr ugh the Scholastics, s subgtance
was that which could exist by itself, that is, independently. It wad diffi-
cult therefore to explain the experience of a conscious entity in which the
subject at least appears to know an object which is an independent substan-

ceé. TIn Process and Reality whitehead writes:

The doctrine of the individual independence of real facts is derived
. from the notion that the subjectspredicate from of statement conveys

a truth which is metaphysically untlimate. According to this view,
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against the window and we s.e the window breaking, but we cannot striictly
P that Uit is the stone which makes the window breakf;fwe think in
terFS of causation because our mind has come to expect a thorugh exper-—
dence that a certain ﬁ}?&;ﬂ will always follow another series of events,
and this, says Hume is what we are accustomed to caliéng causation.
Another difficulty that Whiteheads sets out to remove is thatfrAditi/ /
involved in the traditional way of vicwing space and time as absolutes.

. This notion fsaches its most definite fopmulation in Newton's physics .
In this view time is seen as passing away undifferentianted and unalterably,
.reéardless of any matter or events or change. Space , absolute space is
seen by Newton as immovable. Newton Writes:

Absolute, true, and mathematical time, of itself and from its own
nature, flows equably w thout relation to anything external, and by an
anbther name is called"duration'.

Absoulute space, in its own nature, uithout relation to anything extefnal
, remains always similar and immovabbe.2

Whitehead calls this the "fallacy of misplaced concreteneds," that is, time

bl

and space have been taken to be concrete, whereas in reality theyg are

ystractions from the real scheme of reality.




o inClude L
» 8he position of AY/VRERYE/ an entity in the wxtensive scheme of

experience, it should tell us

kh&re the entity is, its status in the

v =~ Teal world. It #& exactly this status which an abstact account of the

§ °588006 of'an entity. omits and the efore it does not adequately allow us
to express the real particular and unique essence of an entity.

Dr. Blyth Summarizes the proble that Whitehead is trying to solwe in the

follow1hg quote form his Book:

In the first pPlice he must explain how there can be rel tions between
entities and in particular how there can be a direct perceptive relat-
ion. In the same explantion he ‘ust also account for the relétion
of caustation. And finnally the spatio-temporal continuum must be ex-
pla@ned in such a way that the stament of the reél essence on an
entity will indicate where that entity is.3

In ouﬁiine, this is how Whitehead proceeds to the solution of thése problems.
He accepts the subjectivist principle with the gphalification that although
AXEBEALL /LY B/ KRE ) EALEXT  there is nothing apart from the perception of

real particularsor existents , these particular existents cannot be adequ

Wy

tely explained in terms of the subgtance@quality categories because this
- renders the redations bewteen actual existents unintelligible. Instead,
;Whitehead calls the individual exitents actual entities, and defines
@o£‘al entities thus :
ual entities-also temméd 'actual occasions'=*are the final reai
35 of which the world is made up. There is no going behing
' tibsyto find anything more real. They differ among

actual. entity, and so is the most trivial pnff

‘pty space. But, though,theré are grada-




final facts are, all alike, actual entities; and these actual enk
tities are drops of experience, complex and independent.k4
The actual entities are internally related because one entity enters in-
to the nature of another. It does this by 'prehending' another entity.
Whitehead explains the process of prehension as follows:
Prehension reptoduces in itself the general charactéeistics of an
actmal entity: it is referent to an external world, and in this sense
will be said to have a 'vector character'; it involves eﬁotion, and
purpose, and valuation, and causatiom. In fact, any characteristic
of an actual entity is reproduced in a pr:hcnsion?
This concept of 'prehension' of an actual i)entity in its processof
becomeing(called concrescence) allowus Whitehead to explain causality.
This simple affectual perception of an actual entity is also called
by Whitehead a perception in the mode of'causal efficacyZ. Perception
in the mode of causal efficacy is distinquesed from perception in the mode
of presentational immediacy, or in other words, sense perceptions.
¥ The perceptions &n the mode of causal efficacy(prehensions) and

perceptions in the mode of presentational immediacy, (sense data) are

for Whitehead the two elements which constitute the process of perception.
Both are equally importanmt. This allowa Whitehead to say that wef’are
actually aware of causality and we see one thing causing another when
lwe'perceive it in the mode of causal efficay, or when we take into
abconnt its prehensions. This answers Hume's objection that we do not

btaally see causation in operation.ﬁecording to Hume and the rest of

 philosophers who accept the sensationalist principle, an analysis

"égfgg experiei'éidiacloses only sense data, or perception @i the
ae of P,eségg',, @%g;acy. Whitehead disagrees here and insists
' ence discloses also the simple causal

’;xrception according to causal




Whiteheag:® .
ad's ‘actual entities' do not exist at random .r come intoe exiatence

imdependently. An actual entity can also be called an ‘event', for thia
¢oncept hedps us to understamding more adequately the proceas by whioh

81 aciual entity'becomes'. This process is called concrescence. But before
I go on to explain ¢

oncrescence it is necessary to dksert a note about

the universe &n which or as part of which the actual antities come to be.
This universe is called by Whitehead the Bxtensive Continuum. According

to Whitehead the :EYUYEAALNE/ZOXYYAYNNK/THA

extensive continuum is a complex of entities united by the various

allied relationships of whole to part, and of overlajping as to possess

commen parts, and of contact, and of other relationships derived from

these primary eelationships. The notion of a continnum anvolves both
the property of indefinite divisiblility and the property of unbdunded
extension.... The extensive continnum expresses the solidarity of

all possible standpoints throughout the whole process of the world.

Thls extensive continuum is real, because it wxpresses a fact derived

from the actual world and concerning the ¢ ntempory actual worldﬂ

All actual entities are related according to the determinations of
this continuum; and all possible actualf¥ entities in the future must
Qié‘plify these determinations @n their relations with the already act-
reality of the future is bougd with the reality of

It is the reality of whathis potential in its character

component of what is actual. Such a component must be inter-

process of concrescence. Whitehead
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Concrescence is the name for the process in which the universe of

Many things acquires an individual unity in a detecrminate relegation

©f each item of the'many' to its subordination in the constitution of

the novel 'one'.... An instance of concrescence is termed an ‘actual

entity', or equivalently, an 'actual occasmon' .7
Whitehead goes on to say that an actual ogvasion is the unity to be
ascribed to a particular instance of concrescence. Once the process of
concreseence terminates, and the new actual entity has integrated into
itself , from its own unique standpoint in the extensive contﬁnﬁum, all
the other actual entities in the continuum, the actual entity itself
becomes the object of the concrescence of another actual entiiy:

Thus a set of all actual occasions is by bhe nature of things a stand-

point for another concrescence which elicits a concrete LEYAY ZAY/AAfL
unity from those many acutal occasions.8
The objects of our experience are not however, these individual actual

entities, but groups or sets of actual entities. These groups of related

" actual entities constituting the objects of our perception Whitehead terms

nexus( singular: nexus). Whitehead defines a nexus as:
a set of actual entities in the unity of relatedness constituted
by their prhensions of each other, or§ what is the same thing

‘coﬁversely expressed- constituted by their objectifications in each

9

:'AOther.

y past and fut@ég
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©f Whitehead theory of knowledge is provided for us byDr. Blyth :ZA/¥if

Of prime importance are the three principles: the subjectivist principle,
the principle of relativity, and the ontological principle. According
to themactual entities constitute the final facts and reasons of
the universe. Thery are internally related to one another in virtue
of their feclinggs of each other . An acthal entity is an organic
whole but may be analyzed into its conceptual and physical prehensions.
The forms of definiteness of these preheﬁsions are called eternal objects.
And finally actual entities are grouped together in amexls in virtue
of their prechensions of each other. Thus all experience in genral, and
perception in particular, must be explained by Whitehead in terms of
eternal objects, prehensions, acutal entitites, and nexfls, and in
accordance with the subjectivist principle, the principle of relati-
vity, and the ontological principle.lo

I will include, before proceeding further with the substance of the

criticism a brief statement of these theree principles in Whitehead's

own words.

The sensationalist principle is that the primary activity in the act

of experience is the bare subjective form of reception. This is the

: Akl
doctrine of mere sensation.!

The Principle of Universal relativity directly traverses Aristotle's

ictﬁm? 4 substance is not present in a subject." On the contrayy

”cgérding to this principle an actual entity is present in other

rinciple is the principle that everything is

ality, and in potency everywhere...




Inconstistencies in Whitchead's Theory of Knowledge

Most of the difficulties with Whitehead's theory of knoWledge can be
traced to his assumption of the metaphysical first principles stated
above. The first difficulty arises in connection with Whitehead's
concept of the nexusg . A nexus was defined as a set of actual entities

in the unity of relatedness constituted by their prehensions of each

other. But this goes contrary to the principle of relativity, for to

be prehended an actual entity must be antededent in the exte sive
continuum to FAFZH/ the prehending subject., This then makes it impossible

£6r £hg to establish a relatedness bewteen tww entities constituted by
their prehensions of one another, for it is impossible for tww entities

to be antededent to one another.

In defining the truth-relation of sense perception as the relationof

correspondence between XAZ/FLAMENY/  Appearance and Reality in exper-

ience, Whitehead runs into another difficultty, for he is forced to

adopt a position which leads to the denial of either the subjectivist

principle or the principle of relativity. Reality was described as

the form of the past actual world given to an gntity(thoough the process

of concrescence) in the mode of causal efficacy, and appearance is

 what that world comes to be as the resultof the activity of the per-

ceiving subject. But reality in the case of sense=~perception is the

contemporary world. The truth of sense-percetions therefore depends upon

mation to the real world of contemporaty actual entities. Thus if

H(cpnfor
e ity be adopted, the subjectivist principle must
Abe—explainedas the correspondence bew-

On the other hand, if the subjectivist

» of relativity must be denied in

is an element in the




Besides these two difficulties there is at least another major one

stemming from Whitehead#s discussion of the perception of contemporary
actual entities in the mode of presentational immediacy. However, I do
ngﬁ feel qualified to explore this difficulty, since an understaading of
it would require a study of Whitehead and a knowledge of other concepts
which 7€ A is really beyond the scope of a paper of this size and of the
{present qualifications of this writer.
fi.would like to close this paper by observing that the inconsistencies in
Whitehead's system do little to diminish his importance as a pioneer in
Tthe elaboration of a philosophy to meet the demands of modern science.
Time and space do not allow a list of his many and great contributions
to twentieth century thought, but it allows 2EETIFIIRA tHAL/ of the
appreciation of Whitehead's contribution to metaphysics by minds more
esteemed and more qualified to judge real worth than the present writer
possesses. 1'm sure that it would not disturb Whitehead overmuch

to know that someone has found inconsistencied in hiw system, for he was

a maﬁ who A%ﬁﬁ%?ﬁ gﬁ exspected growth., He was fond of telling his

o e it

étudents aL Hary
is to be refuted in every centurg ATLEY /RE/ A iEEE that follows the

ard that the greatest achievement of any philosopher

publication of his writings.




