NOTE FROM JUDE JONES: The other two pieces of required reading for my seminar will be the following article, for which I provide a link, by John Cobb, "Whitehead's Theory of Value":

http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=2232

and I would like to instruct folks to read the final chapter of Adventures of Ideas, by Whitehead, entitled "Peace". 

“Intensity in Moral Experience: A Process-Pragmatic Assessment of the Possibility of Moral Response to Overwhelming Circumstance”
Jude Jones

Paper delivered to SAAP, March 2006

If a child withered by extreme malnutrition dies with a quiet moan on a street in Sudan, and no one is there to hear her, does she make a sound?

This question seems deeply inappropriate, for it mixes a philosophical joke with a human tragedy  we know to be repeated many thousands of times a day. How dare a comfortable overfed philosopher merge such suffering with glib epistemological humor. But my rhetorical objective is to precisely highlight the strangeness of the fact that comfortable philosophical reflection coexists in a world where real cruelty and suffering occur with alarming regularity. Since relevant reflection on moral affairs is one of the things we want to be about as pragmatists, this juxtaposition is not mere rhetorical conniving on my part but one way of sketching the landscape of relevance for moral reflection. What does it mean that philosophy and nearly unimaginable suffering coexist in our world? Of course philosophy here is simply one of an infinite variety of activities and conditions which also coexist with unimaginable but all too clear afflictions such as starvation, genocide, abuse in all its horrifying plasticity of forms. How do we interpret this coexistence philosophically in order to better understand and manage the moral realities of our world, including our own agency?

Whiteheadian process philosophy has been slow to enter the arena of moral discussion, despite the fact that most Whiteheadians, if asked, would probably point to certain moral intuitions about relationship and connectivity as part of what forms the bedrock of their philosophical taste for or interest in process thought. Interestingly, tho not a lot of attention has been paid to this, Whitehead himself had a tendency to remark at certain key moments in the articulation and development of his relational ontology of events, that the implications for our understanding of moral experience of that relational ontology are tremendous. And he does so in a manner that suggests that the ethical outlook is part of his justification for doing philosophy this way, alongside his other objectives of solving the problem of induction and better articulating a metaphysics of nature that could accomodate the post-newtonian facts and properties of our strangely insubstantial actual world. Just as connecting the spatio-temporal realities of discrete events and thoughts is necessary for describing a world in which our inductive practices of generalizing from specific instances make can be rationalized, such trans-temporal connectivity in our basic description of experience is the basis for the intelligibility of our familiar notions of moral responsibility (SMW). In so far as the feeling of derivation from moment to moment in our experience is a crucial piece of the responsibility puzzle, this feeling must find articulation in a scheme whose intellectual commitments are to finding the metaphysical conditions for such felt connection. More systematically, such feelings come to find their description in the centrally important Categoreal Obligation in PR that describes “subjective aim at intensity”. The aim at intensity is the projection of concrescent process towards an aesthetic unification of the features of the world to which that concrescent process is internally connected. An effective ordered arrangement–coexistence in an active, mutually formative sense–is struck among the actualities and possibilities constituting the “actual world” for a given entity, and this actual world includes both past and, notably for my concerns here, the “relevant future”. Whitehead observes that “The greater part of morality hinges on determination of relevance in the future”, and he understands by “relevant future” those aspects of the future that are felt with effective intensity in the present by virtue of their derivability from the present. Present experience feels its projected effects in the future as part of its present constitution. (Much more can and should be said about the metaphysics of this, but our time is limited.) So for Whitehead the greater part of morality concerns this kind of forward-projecting experience of our continuity from moment to moment, so as to recognize ourselves as the agents who bring about the arrangements and co-existences of a variety of future realities



It is the “feeling of effective intensity in the present” about future (and past) states of moral affairs that I want to focus on for the remainder of my remarks, both because it is systematically germane in a Whiteheadian ethical context, and because it seems to me to be no small part of the landscape of human agency wherein privilege and famine are allowed to coexist, and the agency whereby, through a variety of types of moral reflection, we might shape that agency in the direction of transformative practices that address the obvious evils in our world. Here is a point of serious convergence for process and pragmatic thinkers, that our own agency, like the rest of nature, is itself subject to agentive modification; that our agency is not an unchanging transcendental condition of our comportment in the world but is a feature of the world that reinforces and is reinforced by the conditions of that world, both those that we have inherited and those we actively or passively sustain through our own forms of self-directing activity. 

That we take certain evils to be “obvious” and yet allow our agentive resources to languish in the void of inaction is another way of framing the question of “coexistence” that I began with.  The notion of the “obviousness of certain evils” has intrigued me for years. What can be learned through a long hard look at what we agree, despite our diverse moral standpoints, is evil. As an exercise in moral psychology, such an approach can be overwhelming. The intense feelings we have when we allow ourselves to become witness to the intense sufferings of other beings, often intentionally inflicted or inflicted through what feels intuitively like some kind of culpable neglect, might be clues about the very intensive situation of coexistence in which we find ourselves. To be jarred emotionally from a state of “comfort” to a state of being “overwhelmed” is an intensive transformation that may be instructive of both the intensive existential conditions whereby our reality and the victims’ reality have been coexisting, and the intensive conditions of moral motivation–the translation of a maxim of action (“we should help the suffering and interrupt the institutional practices which lead to such suffering”) into tranformative praxis (“we are or are not helping the victims and agentively owning and shaping the institutional practices that tolerate such suffering and I have strong feelings about this”). 

In my remaining time I wish to highlight two things: the descriptive possibilities of the ontology of intensity in understanding the moral situation in general, and the “coexistence” of comfort and affliction in particular; and the transformative possibilities of this “intensive” understanding of what it means to be an agent. The first effort unfolds what I take to be the most straightforward moral extrapolations to be made from Whitehead’s system. The second is more creative, more difficult, but pragmatically more “relevant” in the technical sense being used here–as a present feeling of the real possibility of the derivation of certain forms of experience in the future (the remediation of suffering and dismantling of its sustaining conditions) from present intensive experience (the experience of coexistence as well as the experience of being jarred intensively from the inertia of coexistence). 

Description: 

The present constitution of any entity is, as we have noted above, in part anticipatory of that very entity’s role as a potentiator of certain forms of actuality in the future. This is Whitehead’s notion of entities as “subject-superjects”–entities are the subjects of their own felt conscrescence of the trajectories of actuality in which they are embedded as acts or pulses of the “becoming” which defines the creative situation of actuality per se, and they are superjects which themselves condition those trajectories of actuality. Indeed, to be a subject of concrescence is in large measure the aim at being the superject that will locate itself as part of those trajectories of creative process. While it is fairly common in the literature to see the subjective seat of concrescence romanticized as some kind of agentive oasis in a desert of objectification, it is my view that this subjectivity that categoreally aims at intensity in the present and the relevant future must be “ecstatically” situated in these trajectories of creative process–that is, they must be understood as situated because they are situated and not “simply located”. Whitehead writes: “You cannot abstract the universe from any entity, actual or non-actual, so as to consider that entity in complete isolation. Whenever we think of some entity, we are asking, What is it fit for here? In a sense, every entity pervades the whole world; for this question has a definite answer for each entity in respect to any actual entity or nexus of actual entities” (PR28). So in a direct sense the first question of this paper is to explore the mode of “fitness” that exists in the coexistence of various forms of life, which involves the prior recognition–fed perhaps by a process metaphysical understanding of the situation in which we find ourselves–that we are in fact agents of determination of the fitness of troublingly diverse forms of experience–we are in rather complex manners feeding the reality of “coexistence” and are reminded that understanding, if we want it, entails a strenuous look at this complex array of aesthetic determinations of fitness that we often do not even recognize that we are participating in. In so far as I tolerate these forms of troubling “coexistence” the question to be asked of that experience is “What is it fit for? How is my experience a pervasive feature of the very landscape of jarring coexistence to which I have now turned my attention?”

Without belaboring a whole reading of Whitehead’s ontology, let me stipulate that on my view, understanding the notion of an “individual” entity involves the recognition that it is part of the actuality of that individual, that it has come to be from the forms of aesthetic/intensive attainment of past entities and that it will be repeated modally in the aesthetic attainments of subsequent entities–the relevant future. Whitehead’s vibratory account of actuality demands the recognition that individuality is temporally ecstatic in all the dimensions of aesthetic repetition. We find a given individual in many places and many other actualities, and that we do is in large measure what it means to understand something as the subject of concrescence. Whitehead comments, “In our own relatively high grade human existence, this doctrine of feelings and their subject is best illustrated by our notion of moral responsibility. The subject is responsible for being what it is in virtue of its feelings. It is also derivatively responsible for the consequences of its existence because they flow from its feelings” (PR 222). So to cut quickly to the chase here, the Whiteheadian model demands recognition of agentive presence in the actualities and experiences of other subjects in so far as our agency is–and it always is–related to those other subjects by way of specific forms of aesthetic/intensive repetition of possibilities. Thus I know for a fact that there is an answer to the question of what kind of fitness is implicit in an actual world in which I am internally related to the child dying on a street somewhere in the third world. It’s not just that I ought to see this relation, but that there already is this relation; and thus the coexistence must be explainable in virtue of certain patterns of attainment that my agency helps to sustain. Here I think it is useful to remind ourselves that a human agent is, in a technical Whiteheadian picture, not so much a single thing, a single entity, but a complex configuration of entities and agencies participating in various trajectories of actuality. While it may be difficult to conceive of my direct hand in the starvation of a child, it becomes more easy to comprehend my agentive role and responsibility when I recognize it as distributed among many trajectories of deeply embedded natural and cultural processes that suit–either consciously or unconsciously–certain aims of attainment constituting my life. That I eat enough food to sustain me–indeed, more–is a function of complex processes of biological organization, social organization, food distribution and production practices and instrumentalities, national and international trade agreements, energy consumption and the complex international politics of energy acquisition, resource use in the processing of my foodstuffs, etc.  That I participate in these trajectories includes the fact that I do so while at the same time my participation conditions and is conditioned by the participation of the starving child in these and related trajectories. I cannot begin to hope to alter in any significant sense the experience of the starving child unless I recognize these details of aesthetic/intensive participation–details which are constantly trading on repetition from moment to moment of the stable forms of intensive satisfaction I must be enjoying to allow the coexistence. 

One benefit of the ecstatic reading of Whitehead that I push is that it moves us away from one of the immobilizing ways of looking at this coexistence, which it to see it as a stable set of realities, a substantial whatnes–however ugly–of our world. It only gains that enduring guise in virtue of its active, complexly and interconnectedly agentive, dynamic and metaphysically repetitious process of deciding that this is how things will be, deciding that these forms of fitness are desirable or tolerable. This frames the issue in a manner that, rather leaving us asking how we could possibly alter the behemoths of economic and political reality that frame these coexistences, leaves us asking, how am I always already deciding that these behemoths get to be what they are in so far as I participate in the intensive orderings institutionalized in them and which institutionalize me in turn?  This leads us nicely to the notion of transformation. I have all too briefly described a Whiteheadian model of agency in which I am asked to own my de-facto hand as an ensemble of forms of subjectivity repeating themselves modally but ever afresh in the world that includes intense sufferings alongside my own comfortable life. The invitation implicit in the model of intensive repetition of forms of fitness is that my agency, dispersed as it is in the various trajectories of actuality in which it locates itself as “fit” for something right here and right there, etc., might come in some fresh instance–some next vibratory repetition–to seek and effect a transformation of these very trajectories. Vibration, as opposed to undifferentiated endurance, is interruptible. 

So the question is, then, how might such interruption and reconfiguration of patterns of value be figured from a Whiteheadian perspective? First and foremost, we need to produce for ourselves occasions of experience in which we are confronted with what we take to be evils whose coexistence with ourselves we would like to transfigure. This returns us to our notion of “obvious evils”. Self-confrontation with such obvious facts is the first step in imagining transformations of the intensive satisfactions which help to underwrite them. This means that it might be some kind of moral imperative to confront ourselves with these obvious facts to that extent and in that manner that is relevant to the extent and manners of our modes of participation in the underwriting satisfactions. If my desire is to make a difference in the world I help to sustain at every repetitious moment of my own agency, then recognizing how that agency is distributed and recognizing its need for deflection involves a repetitious process of offering myself opportunities to experience the coexistence of my comfort and the child’s starvation in new ways, and this repetitious process requires parity with the extent of my role in the coexistence. If Whitehead is right, and our experience of moral responsibility is the best illustration of the fact that we can and do feel the real connectedness of actualities, then we need to occasion moments in which to experience such responsibility in certain contexts of relevance. 

Taking a look at an example of such self-confrontation will help us explore some further dimensions of the transformative process. One way to confront ourselves with (and thereby potentially be transformed by)  the reality–rather than simply the intellectual idea–of suffering is to actually look at it or listen to it. This intuition has guided the life-work of photographer James Nachtwey in documenting the forms of human suffering that are the tolerated consequences of war, natural disaster, indifferent socio-economic and political institutions, and simple human cruelty. Nachtwey has no moral theory of the human good, but has dedicated his life to documenting the detailed and interconnected forms of suffering that the trajectories of the actual world we all participate in remorselessly sustain. The idea is that an image that conveys experiential realities of the victims of evil might have some effect on those who view it and who wish, in their better selves, that these forms of victimization might be remedied and avoided. What it means to look at a picture like this is in part the intense emotional experience which includes, if we attend to it, the recognition that I am looking at a piece of my own world that I co-create. It is my contention that the intuitive sense we have in looking closely at an image or some other manner of really witnessing evil, that “this should not be this way” illustrates two things: The first is that my aesthetic experience, so satisfactory in those ways that lead me to continue participating in the sustenance of the current forms of ordered actuality that tolerate the suffering, actually also contains the fracture and brokenness of aesthetic attainment, a fracturedness and brokenness in other agencies to which I am internally connected, and which therefore compromises my right to positive self-evaluation.  This fracturedness, scripted repetitively into the very texture of my agentive processes is no small part of the moral paralysis I allow myself to enjoy as I go about my life aware of suffering without transforming my role in it. And perhaps, as an intellectual, I have to recognize that the thought of suffering–my concept of it–might be its own satisfaction, which in turn lends itself to this very inertia because I thus find a “fit” for suffering alongside all the other conceptualities and lived forms of comfort or well-being I enjoy. Second, I recognize that I am also fractured because I do not aesthetically want to embrace the forms of suffering to which I am now being witness, and yet I do. So I am aesthetically at odds with myself, both embracing and rejecting victimization. Jarring self-confrontation again seems to be recommended in the bracing face of such internal inconsistency. 

We have had no shortage of thoughts about the reality of evils that need not exist in our world, and yet it is clear that we continue to find room for these evils despite the offices of our best thinking and most inspiring theories of communicative praxis, virtue, duty, etc. I am intrigued by an observation by Judith Shklar, until recently one of the few philosophical thinkers who gave much sustained thought to the reality and moral psychology of evil, that attending to cruelty is a troubling experience for us because of its defiance of reason: “Cruelty is baffling, because we can live neither with it nor without it. Moreover, it puts us face to face with our irrationality as nothing else does” (OV 3). I want to take this statement in its most general sense and say that attending to cruelty and other extreme moral circumstances helps to break the spell of rational and experiential practices that underwrite the “cant live with it or without it” texture of our lives, a texture that includes the reality that we do tolerate cruelty and live with and because of it, the reality that we wish for cruelty to not exist in principle, and the reality that we live both of these wishes simultaneously in a mode of life that has adapted itself to this aesthetic and moral tension. The particular value of process philosophy here is that in being a philosophy of feeling it can address itself to the felt emotional tonalities of our irrational and non-rational modes of participation and perhaps be part of the intellectual prodding of our agencies of participation in the direction of new emotional tonalities. 

Process philosophy puts us in the trenches of felt experience–as does pragmatism–and denies the pre-eminence or uniqueness of thought or intellectualization in moving the dynamics of our agencies in either inertial or transformative trajectories. It recommends seizing on the ubiquitousness and efficacy of intensive experience as a methodology or at least a practice whereby we might intentionally seek to transform our intensive participations in the forms of order and uncanny harmony that tolerate suffering and cruelty alongside affluence. Philosophy as critic of abstractions, as Whitehead described it, is here the critique of our dissociative self-conception as agents of a certain sort (decent folks) when in fact we are agents of many sorts whose blindnesses and self-absorptions show up in starvations and genocides, however attenuatedly and modally, every day. The superlative actuality of suffering, jarring to reason and jarring to our sensibilities as situated actors, illustrates the efficacy of intensity in our lives and is a demand for ownership of the dynamics of repetitious forms of order in which we cannot help but be participants. The dying child does make a sound, and reaching out to her across the fracture in our own agency, the fracture of not hearing, which we have grown accustomed to living with like scar tissue over our eardrums, might be prompted by our seizing on the opportunity for intensive recognition of that dim moaning and recognition of everything that right now is connecting me to the production of such moaning that is really a screaming soul. 

intensity/aesthetic categories may step in where understanding leaves off, and in an appreciation of what is affectively gleaned in intense experience we may discover openings, potentialities to action that subvert the inertia of status quo institutions that perpetuate suffering.


Not that this is earthshakingly different from other possible lines of approach, but in being some small piece of the tool-kit–a wrench of a different size, so to speak–that is justification enough for spending some philosophical attention when the evidence for the failure of our current resources is overwhelming.

The information and communication systems of the contemporary world have arisen like a mirror or image of the actual flow of ontological connectivity, as if to render it conscious; but of course it is not a mirror but a virtual representation of the flow of connectivity, one fraught with and perhaps enlarging and intensifying the principles of selectivity that form our attentional processes. We can explore the sense in which communicative media is the rendering conscious of ontological connectivity, and the sense in which in being only virtual it problematically both introduces us to and distances us from the modes of connection which it thematizes.

