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1. Introduction 
 
In his brief preface to Adventures of Ideas, Whitehead provides a rare window 
into how he conceived of his own work. “The three books—Science and The 
Modern World, Process and Reality, Adventures of Ideas—are an endeavour 
to express a way of understanding the nature of things…. Each book can be 
read separately; but they supplement each other’s omissions or compressions” 
(AI vii). If I am correct, one of the most important concepts in process 
thought is virtually absent from Whitehead’s magnum opus, Process and Re-
ality. I suggest that the single most important “omission” remedied by Adven-
tures of Ideas is the claim that beauty is the one self-justifying aim of the un-
iverse, that “The teleology of the Universe is directed to the production of 
Beauty” (AI 265).1 Creativity is in this sense “kalogenic”; it is inherently 
beauty generating.2 Though there are notable exceptions, surprisingly few 
process scholars have recognized and embraced the significance of this 
claim.3 Indeed, beauty is notable in its absence from most of the major works 
on process metaphysics, which tend to focus on Whitehead’s Science and the 
Modern World and Process and Reality.4 Perhaps fearing charges of aesthe-
ticism, those who do note the centrality of beauty have mistakenly sought 
either to minimize its significance or to explain it away as metaphorical em-
bellishment.5 The goal of this brief essay is to defend the view that process 
thought, particularly process ethics, will be more adequate and applicable if it 
is “re-centered” around the concept of beauty.  

2. Harmony, Intensity, and Beauty 

Whitehead defines beauty as the dual aim at harmony and intensity. The sub-
jective aim of every occasion is at the achievement of the most harmonious 
and intense experience possible. Harmony, what Whitehead calls the minor 
form of beauty, is understood as the “absence of mutual inhibition among the 
various prehensions…” that constitute an experience (AI 252). The aim at 
harmony, then, is at maximally inclusive unity in diversity. If the inclusion is 
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too great, there is a “painful clash” (252) and experience risks degenerating 
into chaos. On the other hand, if the inclusion is too limited, the deficiency of 
diversity results in a “tame” monotony.  

Yet, Whitehead insightfully notes, the absence of mutual inhibition is 
not sufficient to achieve deeply beautiful experience. Beauty requires not only 
the absence of conflict (harmony), but also the realization of new contrasts 
(intensity). It is through the realization of patterned contrasts that “new con-
formal intensities of feelings” are achieved (252). It is in the aim at intensity 
where the depth and richness of experience is purchased. “Thus the parts con-
tribute to the massive feeling of the whole, and the whole contributes to the 
intensity of feeling of the parts” (252). Each occasion of experience aims at 
the achievement of beauty, then, in the sense that it seeks to bring the ele-
ments within its actual world together in a way that avoids the painful clash of 
conflicting ends (harmony) and furthermore seeks to relate these elements 
together in such a way as they not only avoid the conflict of mutual inhibition, 
but deepen the intensity of experience felt through the introduction of new 
contrasts. 

Jazz music is an excellent illustration of Whitehead’s complex concep-
tion of beauty.6 As the composer Edward Green insightfully notes, jazz is not 
only an art “of entertainment,” “of self-expression” and “of group solidarity,” 
though it is all of these (Green 2008, 244). Jazz is also “a philosophic art, 
impelled—just as certainly as ‘verbally discursive’ philosophy—by the desire 
to tell the truth about reality. … [T]he subject matter of jazz is nothing small-
er than the world itself. This world is immediate, gutsy, vernacular, and color-
ful. But it is also abstract—a drama of eternal philosophic opposites” (ibid.). 
In a great jazz composition each instrument adds its sonic shape to a harmonic 
whole that is at once beyond itself, yet not destructive of itself. There is a uni-
ty-in-diversity brought into a patterned contrast. 

Take, for instance, the work of Duke Ellington, as we find it in The 
Mooche (1928), Ko-Ko (1940), or Far East Suite (1966). As Green notes, in 
each of these compositions “Duke Ellington’s motivic techniques depend on 
the simultaneity of opposites: of unity and diversity; of sameness and differ-
ence; of something remaining firmly itself while also being utterly flexible” 
(222). “Motivic composition depends on ability to perceive these opposites—
unity and diversity, change and sameness—together. Ellington was a master 
of the art” (245). Surprisingly, Green does not limit his claims to jazz. Rely-
ing on the American poet and critic Eli Siegel, Green argues that “there is no 
fundamental difference between the structure of reality and the structure of 
beauty” (Green 2005, 439).7 This is the central tenet of “Aesthetic Realism,” 
which Siegel founded in 1941. “In Aesthetic Realism, beauty is the putting 
together of things that can be thought of as opposites…. All beauty is a mak-
ing one of opposites, and the making one of opposites is what we are going 
after in ourselves” (Siegel 1961, 6-7). Using examples from music, dance, 
literature, and even architecture, Siegel argues that all beauty is the making 



 Re-Centering Process Thought      203 

 

one of opposites, of unity and diversity, permanence and change, simplicity 
and complexity.  

Music, changing in time, insists more and more as it goes on, on the sta-
bility, justification, permanence of what it began with. Harmony is that 
which imposes on the differing and transitory that which will make them 
coherent and permanent. The pleasure from music can be put in this ex-
clamation: “As those notes go on, and change, how something I looked 
for is being heard by me!” Rhythm is any instance of change and same-
ness seen at once. (Siegel 1962)8 

Yet for Siegel these traditional aesthetic modes are not to be seen as ex-
ceptional; reality itself is to be seen as exemplifying this aesthetic unification 
of opposites. “One of the permanent, ontological situations of reality,” Green 
writes, “is the oneness of change and sameness. Reality is changing all the 
time, and yet remains coherent. It is not, after all, a verbal accident that we 
call it a ‘universe’ and not a ‘multiverse.’ Art reflects this truth. As Aesthetic 
Realism sees it, all successful music is oneness of change and stability; diver-
sity and unity; coherence and surprise. Art embodies philosophic honesty” 
(Green 2008, 223). As the creative unification of opposites, art reflects a truth 
that describes the structure of reality. In this way, Siegel and Green’s Aesthet-
ic Realism is in deep sympathy with Whitehead’s own claims that aesthetic 
intensity of experience is the universal aim of process. 

Note that, on both views, as a unique achievement of harmony and in-
tensity, every occasion of experience is, to some degree, beautiful. The zero 
of beauty, as Charles Hartshorne noted, is the zero of actuality. In determining 
itself, every occasion necessarily achieves some degree of beauty and is, to 
that degree, justified in its existence. Yet, it is still very much the case that an 
occasion of experience can fall short of the maximally unified diversity and 
balanced complexity open to it. It is, in this sense, ugly.  

Whitehead fully recognizes that ugliness is all too real in our finite 
world. Again, Siegel defends a very similar view, arguing that “Ugliness has 
to do with the fragmentation, fractionality, brokenness, vicissitude, subtrac-
tion, division, addition, multiplication, alteration within beauty as a whole, or 
one” (Siegel 2007d). The ugliness of violence, what Whitehead calls aesthetic 
destruction or discord, involves the destruction of achieved forms of beauty in 
the realization of new forms. As Whitehead readily notes, the great novelty 
and intense beauty achieved by living occasions is only possible through such 
violence. For this reason, although tragic, violence is preferable to the sweet, 
anesthetic death of experience in which an occasion embraces lower forms of 
beauty when higher forms are possible. This embrace of “tameness” is far 
more destructive in the long run for it cuts against the very “essence of the 
universe” in its pursuit of ever-higher forms of beauty. As the aim of the crea-
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tive advance of the universe, beauty is the central category of Whitehead’s 
system.  

3. Beauty and the Ultimate  

Although I will not significantly develop the claim here, a renewed focus on 
the aesthetic character of process provides greater depth to our understanding 
of the ever-enigmatic notion of Creativity. Rather than understanding the Cat-
egory of the Ultimate as a sort of koan on which you are meant to meditate, 
we should understand the content of this central category in more explicitly 
aesthetic terms. Taken in the context of his discussion of beauty, the claim 
that “the  many become one, and are increased by one” takes on greater depth 
(PR 21). The many contribute to a new whole whereby the intensity of each 
part is greater, yet this increase in intensity does not require the loss of indivi-
duality. 

Indeed, there is good reason to believe that it was reflection on the beau-
ty of great art that increasingly defined Whitehead’s understanding of Creativ-
ity. According to his account in Modes of Thought (1938), every occasion 
represents the achievement of a composition whereby there is “one whole, 
arising from the interplay of many details” (MT 60). Like great art, the aes-
thetic synthesis of concrescence achieves a “miraculous balance” between the 
parts and the whole in which “The whole displays its component parts, each 
with its own value enhanced; and the parts lead up to a whole, which is 
beyond themselves, and yet not destructive of themselves” (MT 62). Impor-
tance, meaning, and value are achieved not in sacrificing the many parts for a 
more meaningful whole, but from “the vivid grasp of the interdependence of 
the one and the many.” We trivialize experience “if either side of this antithe-
sis, [the one or the many,] sinks into the background” (MT 60).  

While I have no doubt that the study of process metaphysics would  ben-
efit from being “re-centered” around the concept of beauty, my main concern 
in this essay is the rather unfortunate effect that the omission of beauty has 
had on the development and defense of a Whiteheadian moral philosophy. 
Indeed, I will argue that much of the neglect of process ethics among contem-
porary moral philosophers and environmental ethicists is ultimately traceable 
to process scholars’ refusal to recognize the kalogenic nature of process. 

4. The Failure of Process Ethics 

Process ethics, insofar as there is such a thing, has failed. Despite near un-
animous agreement among process scholars regarding the worth of a process 
approach, process ethics has failed to capture the interest or attention of main-
stream philosophers. Nowhere is the failure of process ethics more apparent 
and more disappointing than in the area of environmental ethics. Whereas a 
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process approach never gained significant attention from mainstream moral 
philosophy, process scholars were present at the very inception of environ-
mental ethics. For instance, two of the most eloquent and insightful propo-
nents of process thought, Charles Hartshorne and John Cobb Jr., contributed 
to the first anthologies dedicated to the topic in the late 60s and early 70s and 
their work was included in the first issues of the journal Environmental Eth-
ics. Indeed, according to the journal’s founding editor, the first dissertation on 
environmental ethics was titled “The Rights of Nonhuman Beings: A White-
headian Study.”9   

Despite the innovative and groundbreaking work by process scholars, it 
is increasingly rare to find a process perspective represented in mainstream 
anthologies and course texts on ethics and the environment.10 Since I count 
myself among those who see process thought as an ideal basis from which to 
develop a rich moral philosophy, I have become particularly interested in di-
agnosing the cause of this systemic neglect. Why is it that, despite process 
scholars’ insistence over the last 40 years that Whitehead’s rich philosophy of 
organism is an ideal ground for a rich moral theory, mainstream moral philo-
sophers roundly ignore it? What happened?  

In an important sense, process ethics has failed because it has never been 
developed. To be sure, many capable scholars have written essays or dedicat-
ed chapters to the topic.11 Yet very few scholars have taken on the project of 
systematically developing a Whiteheadian moral philosophy and those who 
do have largely refused to recognize the central role of beauty.12  

Too often, process scholars take a reactive approach to ethics. Instead of 
systematically exploring the unique contours of a kalocentric Whiteheadian 
approach to morality, process scholars more often ask how Whitehead’s work 
is like or unlike existing moral paradigms. In hindsight, the effect of this ten-
dency is predictable. Because process scholars have not positively and syste-
matically developed a Whiteheadian approach to morality, we have allowed 
others to characterize it for us. The results are as diverse as they are mutually 
contradictory. For instance, process ethics has over the last four decades been 
characterized as “selfish individualism,”13 a “moral interest theory,”14 a “con-
sequentialist, maximizing, and totalizing” form of utilitarianism,15 a “deonto-
logical ethic,”16 a “deeply ecological” ethic,17 a land ethic,18 and a clandes-
tinely anthropocentric version of moral extensionism.19  

The failure to systematically develop a Whiteheadian moral philosophy 
has allowed others to define it for us, with insalubrious results.20 It isn’t 
enough to suggest how a process position would address particular problems 
or to point to a few of the contours of a Whiteheadian approach. We need 
finally to begin the long and difficult work of systematically developing a 
Whiteheadian moral philosophy. The first step in doing this, I argue, is fully 
embracing the central role of beauty. Indeed, we will find that only by adopt-
ing a fully kalocentric approach can process thought address the root cause of 
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the neglect of process ethics: its embrace of a hierarchical conception of val-
ue.  

5. Onto-Aesthetic Status and Moral Significance 

Beyond the failure to systematically develop a coherent moral philosophy, I 
am convinced that much of the neglect of process ethics can be traced to its 
embrace of a hierarchical conception of value. Despite the unpopularity of the 
position, process scholars have generally been steadfast in their insistence that 
complex judgments of value are necessary and in fact unavoidable in the daily 
course of life. They rightly recognize that it is metaphysically irresponsible 
and ethically dangerous to refuse to recognize that there are differences in the 
degree of beauty and value achievable by different occasions of experience. 
The richness of experience achievable by the occasions defining a dandelion 
are significantly shallower than that achievable by a Labrador retriever. Be-
cause of the greater complexity and integration of its parts, a dog, for in-
stance, is capable of far richer and more beautiful experience than the more 
diffusely organized dandelion. In continuing to recognize the moral signific-
ance of these differences, process philosophers have alienated many potential-
ly sympathetic philosophers.  

Val Plumwood is representative of those who wonder whether, in retain-
ing a hierarchy, process scholars have truly abandoned their anthropocen-
trism: 

The criterion of experience builds in an anthropocentric hierarchy, since 
it conceives the world of nature as similar to but of lesser degree than 
the human mind, rather than as simply different. Such a position seems 
to offer little prospect of a real challenge to the thesis that the natural 
world is inferior to the human sphere, depending as it does on the exten-
sion in a weakened form of properties which are exemplified most fully 
by the human mind. (130) 

Although process scholars claim to have abandoned anthropocentrism, their 
axiological hierarchy seems to suggest otherwise.  

The refusal to repudiate hierarchical thinking has also been the chief 
point of contention between process scholars and deep ecologists, who other-
wise maintain a fundamentally similar view of reality as an interdependent 
system of intrinsically valuable individuals. Deep ecologists such as John 
Rodman, George Sessions, and Bill Devall, claim that, by insisting on a com-
plex hierarchy of value, a Whiteheadian moral philosophy is simply a thinly 
veiled anthropocentrism that will always put humans on top. “‘Subhumans’ 
may now be accorded rights,” John Rodman writes of process philosophy, 
“but we should not be surprised if their interests are normally overridden by 



 Re-Centering Process Thought      207 

 

the weightier interests of humans, for the choice of the quality to define the 
extended base class of those entitled to moral consideration has weighted the 
scales in that way” (Rodman 125). Process philosophy claims to move beyond 
anthropocentrism, but it ultimately fails because it continues to embrace a 
conception of values that puts humans at its peak. As Devall and Sessions put 
it, “This attempt to apply Whiteheadian panpsychism, while positing various 
degrees of intrinsic value to the rest of Nature, nonetheless merely reinforces 
existing Western anthropocentrism, and thus fails to meet the deep ecology 
norm of ‘ecological egalitarianism in principle’” (Devall and Sessions 236). 
Deep ecologists such as Devall and Sessions insist that the only way to fully 
repudiate anthropocentrism is to embrace the “intuition of ecological egalita-
rianism,” whereby every individual not only has value, but has value equally. 

Responses to these criticisms have not been lacking. For his part, John 
Cobb has noted consistently and vehemently that it is a misinterpretation to 
suggest, as Plumwood does, that process thought is anthropocentric in the 
sense that it judges the value of an individual by its similarity to humans. The 
depth of value achievable by an individual is a function of the complexity of 
its integration, not its similarity to humans. Humans are “more valuable” be-
cause of their greater degree of complex integration, which affords them a 
richer form of experience. It is this richer experience, this more inclusive, 
harmonious, and intense experience, that makes human experience ontologi-
cally more valuable than simpler organisms. The hierarchy of value, in other 
words, is not constructed in terms of how similar an individual is to us.21 
While Cobb’s response does address Plumwood’s misinterpretation, the disa-
greement with deep ecology seems to run deeper. The problem for deep ecol-
ogists has to do not only with the relative location of humans within the axio-
logical hierarchy but also the use to which this recognition is put.  

In his most recent work, Griffin takes a rather creative approach to the 
longstanding impasse between process philosophy and deep ecology. He sug-
gests that the intuition of “biocentric equality” that some deep ecologists are 
after is in fact something that process scholars can embrace alongside a hie-
rarchical conception of value in which not all individuals have equal value. 
Griffin executes this impressive mental contortionism by making a distinction 
between “intrinsic value,” which varies based on individual’s complexity, and 
“inherent value,” which is an individual’s total value, taking its intrinsic and 
extrinsic value together. Griffin notes that, given the inverse relationship be-
tween an individual’s intrinsic value and extrinsic value, those individuals 
that have less intrinsic value because of their diminished complexity end up 
having greater extrinsic value within their ecological niche. Thus, taking the 
individual’s total intrinsic and extrinsic value together, Griffin suggests, each 
individual’s “total inherent value” is roughly equal. 22 

Cobb’s and Griffin’s solutions are insightful and fully consistent with 
process thought. Cobb is right that is a misunderstanding to claim that process 
thought is anthropocentric. Judgments of value are accurate only insofar as 
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they accurately describe the actual depth of value achievable by an individual, 
not their perceived similarity to humans. He is also right to point out that deep 
ecologists do in practice, if not in their philosophy, make complex judgments 
of value and that it would be irresponsible to do otherwise. Griffin’s work is 
also very helpful in pointing out that we must include both an individual’s 
intrinsic value and its extrinsic value in understanding its overall worth. De-
spite its unpopularity among environmental philosophers and feminists, 
process scholars should steadfastly recognize that in fact different individuals 
are capable of differing degrees of experience. Not all individuals are equal in 
the intensity of experience open to them and it is ethically irresponsible to 
suggest that they are.  

Despite these very valiant efforts, with which I am in significant agree-
ment, I remain convinced that both Cobb and Griffin’s interpretation of 
process ethics fails to properly account for the moral significance of these 
complex judgments of value. There is a reason why their accounts have failed 
to persuade others. The problem, I contend, is that they continue to fall short 
of fully addressing critics’ core disagreement with process thought. What 
bothers Plumwood, Sessions, Devall, Rodman, and others is not merely the 
recognition that the intensity of experience across individuals varies greatly, 
but the use to which this realization is put. The concern, it would seem, is that 
recognition of this hierarchy, which puts humans at the top of the scale, in-
evitably reinforces and repeats the old patriarchal and anthropocentric hierar-
chies. Although things have value independently of humans, since they have 
less value, the scales are still going to be tilted in our favor. In a sense, the 
objection is not metaphysical; it is moral. The work of another ecofeminist, 
Karen J. Warren, is very helpful in understanding how we might recognize 
morally significant differences in value without embracing anthropocentrism 
or sanctioning oppression.  

First she notes, with Plumwood, that one of the features common to op-
pressive conceptual frameworks is “value-hierarchical thinking, that is ‘Up-
Down’ thinking, which attributes greater value to that which is higher or Up, 
than to that which is lower, or Down. … By attributing greater value to that 
which is higher, the Up-Down organization of reality serves to legitimate in-
equality when, in fact, prior to the metaphor of Up-Down one would have 
said only that there existed diversity” (Warren 200, 46; author’s emphasis). 
By maintaining that some individuals (e.g., animals such as humans) have 
greater value than others (e.g., plants such as daisies), process thought em-
braces a form of value-hierarchical thinking that can ingrain oppression.  

Yet, contrary to Plumwood and the deep ecologists, Warren goes on to 
make a crucial distinction: value-hierarchical thinking is only oppressive if it 
is joined to what Warren calls the “logic of domination,” which “assumes that 
superiority justifies subordination. A logic of domination is offered as the 
moral stamp of approval for subordination, since, if accepted, it provides a 
justification for keeping Downs down” (ibid., 47). This critically important 
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conclusion is too often omitted by value theorists. The mere claim that X has 
greater value than Y is logically distinct from the claim that X is justified in 
using or abusing Y. Warren explains this point expertly. 

Contrary to what many feminists and ecofeminisists have claimed, there 
may be nothing inherently problematic about hierarchical thinking (even 
value-hierarchical thinking), value dualisms, and conceptions and rela-
tions of power and privilege, which advantage the Ups, in contexts other 
than oppression. Hierarchical thinking is important for classifying data, 
comparing information, and organizing material. Taxonomies (e.g., plan 
taxonomies) and biological nomenclature seem to require some form of 
hierarchical thinking. Even value-hierarchical thinking may be quite ac-
ceptable in some contexts (e.g., in assessing the qualities of contestants 
or in rank-ordering participants in a contest). Responsible parents may 
exercise legitimate power and privilege (as Ups) over their infants (as 
Downs), be assigned higher prestige or value than their infants for some 
purposes (e.g., as logical reasoners), and yet not thereby be involved in 
any type of oppressive parent-child relationship. (Warren 2000, 47; au-
thor’s emphasis) 

Given this, the question is not whether a Whiteheadian view embraces value-
hierarchical thinking or domination simpliciter, but whether a Whiteheadian 
view sanctions unjustified domination.  

If one describes healthy, morally permissible relationships (say between 
parents and infants) as relationships of domination, then justified domi-
nation occurs only where the logic of domination is in place. That is, the 
logic of domination falsely justifies the power and privilege of Ups over 
Downs in a way that keeps intact unjustified domination-subordination 
relationships. Child abuse is a case of unjustified domination; a parent 
exercising her power and privilege by forcibly removing a child’s hand 
from a hot burning stove is not. So, if one claims that domination can be 
either justified or unjustified, then it is cases of unjustified domination 
that are of interest to ecofeminist philosophy. (ibid., 48) 

It is my contention that, if we give greater weight to Whitehead’s later 
works, such as AI and MT, and we properly understand the kalocentric nature 
of the creative advance, then we will see what most process philosophers have 
failed to recognize: an individual’s onto-aesthetic status, its value, is not 
strictly determinative of its moral significance. Instead of running from the 
kalocentric nature of a process ethic, we should embrace it. By embracing 
beauty as the teleological aim of every form of process, we can rightly affirm 
the varying degrees of beauty and value achievable by individuals but refuse 
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to succumb to the logic of domination and to allow this neatly to determine an 
individual’s moral significance. In a kalocentric ethic, the ultimate justifica-
tion for any action must be whether its affirmation would lead to the most 
harmonious and intense whole achievable in that situation, whether it affirms 
the most beauty possible. Or as Whitehead puts it in Modes of Thought, “Mo-
rality is always the aim at that union of harmony, intensity, and vividness 
which involves the perfection of importance for that occasion” (MT 13-14). 
Individually, this means that every agent ought to strive to achieve the most 
intense form of beauty that is available to it. When ends become mutually 
incompatible and there is discord, moral agents ought always and everywhere 
to affirm the most harmonious and intense whole that they can see. Whether 
this means sacrificing or satisfying the interests of one individual over another 
depends not on its position in an value-hierarchy, but entirely on what would 
achieve the most beauty in that situation. In this way, an individual’s onto-
aesthetic status, the depth of beauty and value it is capable of achieving, is 
relevant to but not strictly determinative of its moral significance. The aim of 
human action, like that of every form of process, is at the production and 
promotion of the most harmonious and intense experience possible. 

In their efforts to flee from the specter of aestheticism, process scholars 
have abandoned the heart of a process approach to morality. In recovering 
beauty as a central focus of Whitehead’s later work and re-centering process 
thought we will find that it is possible to develop a distinctive, kalocentric 
approach to morality that can do justice to the differences between individu-
als, without succumbing to an invidious logic of traditional hierarchies. Un-
less and until Whiteheadians recognize and embrace the kalocentric nature of 
process, we will fail to appreciate the truly unique nature of a Whiteheadian 
moral philosophy. Given their shared commitment to an aesthetic conception 
of reality, it is appropriate to conclude with a selection from a poem by Eli 
Siegel: 

Aesthetics is the science of what is, 
when that which is, is seen as opposites— 
In common language, when it’s beautiful. 
How Black and white; and large and small; what’s warm, 
What’s cool, make deepest one—that’s what, at first, 
The study of aesthetics is about. 
And then there are—ah, yes—the fancier things;  
How urgency’s at one with calm; the way 
Outline and color make a one in art; 
How slowness and how speed together meet 
In varied dance, and in line of verse; 
Within a chord; and oratorio. … 
Always the surface and the depth 
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Of things are subtly, deeply unified 
In what is made by man and beautiful  
As made by man. A cool contraction and  
A widening are felt at once by mind 
Responding to what’s pleasing by its form.  
Specific is at one with general, 
The playful with the grandiose; the great 
With what’s ridiculous; the mighty leap 
With that which glides; the sternly still and one 
With that which , edgy, jumps; THE PERSONAL 
WITH THE IMPERSONAL; the massive That 
With skipping these—all this in painting, dance,  
The drama, poem; in clay, in stone, in steel,  
As formed by potter, sculptor, architect. 
The bronze Ghiberti used in making doors 
Is dignified and lively as the lines  
In sprightly poem, as motions in a dance. 
That has its meaning and its vividness. 
(Siegel 1957) 

  
NOTES

 
1. My claim here is not that beauty first appears in Adventures. Whitehead’s interest in 

aesthetics is apparent in some of his first post-Cambridge works of philosophy. 
For instance, a discussion of the aesthetic character of process can be found in 
his 1925 Science and the Modern World (e.g., 94, 162-63, 199) and his 1926 Re-
ligion in the Making (e.g. 105). My claim here is that the dominant focus on 
Process and Reality, which does not emphasize the aesthetic character of 
process, has led  to the neglect of beauty as a central category in process 
thought.  

2. This elegant term was coined by Frederick Ferré. “Since intrinsically satisfying 
experience is what Whiteheadians mean by beauty, and since beauty is always 
present when self-consistent actuality blooms from conflicting possibility, the 
process of concrescence is the process of beauty-creation. Combing the Greek 
roots for beauty (kalós) and for creation (genesis), the acknowledgment of a 
valuer, achieving patterns of preferences that create moments of intrinsic satis-
faction, leads to the acknowledgement of kalogenesis at the heart of ethics and 
of actuality” (Ferré 2001, 109). 

3. The most notable exceptions are Charles Hartshorne and Frederick Ferré. The for-
mer does much to develop Whitehead’s notion of beauty. The latter makes beau-
ty the central category of his trilogy on metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics.  

4. For instance, major representatives of the classical interpretation of Whitehead’s 
metaphysics, such as Christian, Leclerc, and Ford, fail to appreciate fully the 
role of beauty in their accounts of process of metaphysics.  

5. Schilpp is among the first to explicitly charge that process thought is aestheticist. 
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Belaief, who has written one of the few books on process ethics, explicitly ar-
gues that Whitehead is being metaphorical. More recent and less supportive in-
terpreters of process ethics, such as Clare Palmer, largely ignore the role of 
beauty, arguing instead that Whitehead’s ethics is a totalizing form of conse-
quentialist utilitarianism. The most notable and most confusing position comes 
from Griffin, who recognizes the central role of beauty, but then argues that it is 
not the aim of morality. I argue that this interpretation is incoherent. 

6. I thank Vincent Colapietro for the suggestion to include this discussion of jazz.  
7. Green describes Siegel in the following manner: “After being awarded The Nation’s 

esteemed prize for poetry in 1925, Eli Siegel moved from Baltimore to New 
York and was active in jazz circles. In 1935, he became the first coordinator of 
jazz and poetry events at the Village Vanguard” (Green 2008, 221 n.20). The 
Aesthetic Realism Foundation in New York City is dedicated to the study of 
Siegel’s work (http://www.aestheticrealism.org/). A short biography of Siegel 
can be found on their website at http://www.aestheticrealism.org/Siegel-
Biography.html.  

8. Siegel describes dance in the following manner: “A coalition and continuity accom-
panied by details in motion are what one finds in a dance. There is idea in a 
dance, modern or ancient. The idea is the continuing thing, the same thing – 
made one, through being its lively self, by the steps, the motions, the attitudes, 
the gestures, the pauses as detail. A dance, too, shows the oneness and manyness 
of anything that is real; that is, of anything” (Siegel 2007c).  

9. According to her website, Susan Armstrong wrote the first dissertation on environ-
mental ethics in 1976. For a copy of her dissertation and defense of this claim 
see: http://www.humboldt.edu/~phil/armstrong/armstrong.html.  

10. A review of current environmental anthologies reveals not a single piece written by 
a process scholar. See, for instance, Sterba, Pojman and Pojman, and Armstrong 
and Botzler. Regarding the latter, given that she authored the first dissertation on 
environmental ethics from a process perspective, it is noteworthy that such a 
perspective is completely absent from her otherwise excellent anthologies on the 
environment (2004) and on animals (2008).  

11. See, for instance, Jones (1998) and Griffin (2001 and 2007). 
12. See Gray (1983), Belaief (1984), Cauthen (1984). None of these works received 

significant attention, either from process scholars or mainstream moral philoso-
phers. David Griffin’s work is a good example of both of these trends. To date, 
Griffin has not systematically advanced a Whiteheadian moral philosophy, but 
in both Reenchantment Without Supernaturalism (2001) and Whitehead’s Radi-
cally Different Postmodern Philosophy (2007) he dedicates a chapter to White-
headian ethics. In the former, Griffin rightly notes that “satisfaction is discussed 
in terms of the aesthetic criteria of beauty: harmony and intensity. Experience 
that is ‘aesthetic’ in this sense is said to be the whole point of existence” (Griffin 
2001, 301). Despite his recognition that “the whole point of existence” is the 
achievement of beauty, in his more recent project, Griffin effectively omits the 
concept of beauty. Yet even in Reenchantment, where he recognizes the impor-
tance of beauty, Griffin inexplicably denies that beauty is the aim of morality. 
Very similar to Lynn Belaief’s incoherent claim that Whitehead’s references to 
beauty as the aim of morality were merely metaphorical (cf. Belaief 1996, 278), 
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Griffin claims that aesthetic value is the “basis for establishing the importance of 
morality,” but that beauty is not actually the aim of morality (Reenchantment 
301). Griffin’s odd position seems to be motivated less by Whitehead’s own 
claims, which are unambiguously in conflict with Griffin’s (see, for instance, 
RM 105 and AI 268), than by his desire to avoid the view that Whitehead’s eth-
ics is utilitarian. With little explanation or defense, Griffin claims that because 
morality aims at the maximization of importance, and not beauty, a Whitehea-
dian moral philosophy avoids the traditional problems associated with utilita-
rianism, such as justice and the role of the past. “[M]any commentators have 
taken Whitehead’s position to be a utilitarian ethic according to which we 
should seek to maximize beauty in every situation. His position is certainly 
heavily teleological. Instead of saying that we should always seek to maximize 
beauty, however, Whitehead speaks of importance…” (author’s emphasis; Grif-
fin 2001, 305). I assume that Griffin has Clare Palmer’s work in mind here. 
However, beauty plays no significant role in Palmer’s interpretation. Indeed, her 
characterization of process ethics as a totalizing utilitarianism has more to do 
with her emphasis on process theology’s notion of contributionism, which at 
times seems to reduce an individual’s value to its contribution to the divine. 

13. Cf. Schindler 128 
14. Cf. Schilpp 572, 589. 
15. Cf. Palmer 28-29. 
16. Cf. Lango 515-536. 
17. Cf. Griffin 2007, 70. 
18. Cf. McDaniel 94. 
19. Cf. Rodman 125.  
20. I have defended the view that any attempt to understand a process ethic by catego-

rizing it among traditional moral theories will ultimately fail. Although it will 
surely share features in common with traditional moral paradigms, a Whitehea-
dian moral philosophy will necessarily be as unique, speculative, fallible and 
dynamic as the metaphysical system on which it is based. Any attempt to force it 
into preexisting moral categories will distort its unique character.  See my essay 
“Process and Morality.” 

21. Cf. “We do know that human beings are capable of remarkable scope and depth of 
experience, and that, accordingly, human experience often has great intrinsic 
value. Other creatures that are like us in relevant respects, we judge, also have 
rich experience and thus great intrinsic value. But our judgment is about the 
probable richness of experience of other animals, not about the similarity of their 
experience to our own. Because of our limited imagination, this judgment may 
be distorted by similarities. We may underestimate the richness of a dolphin’s 
experience and overestimate that of a monkey because the latter is more like us. 
But this would be an error in judgment; it is not built into the basis for judg-
ment” (Cobb 2001b, 224-25). See also, “As a Protestant process theologian I re-
ject anthropocentrism in the following ways. 1. God cares for all creatures, not 
just for human beings, and human beings should follow in that universal care. 2. 
The value of other creatures is not limited to their value for us. Their value for 
God, for one another, and for themselves is also important. Human values 
should sometimes be sacrificed for the sake of others…. As a process Protestant 
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theologian, I retain what deep ecologists call anthropocentrism in the following 
respects.  1. In all probability individual human beings are the greatest embodi-
ments of intrinsic value on the Earth. 2. Human beings have a responsibility for 
other creatures in a way that is shared by no other species. … 3. In order to exer-
cise our responsibility well, we must make judgments of relative value about 
other creatures” (ibid., 227-28). 

22. Cf. “The central implication of this terminological discussion is that a rough equal-
ity in the inherent value of the various species results from an inverse relation 
that exists, in general, between intrinsic value and ecological value. … 
[A]ssuming that this inverse correlation generally obtains throughout the ecolog-
ical pyramid, we can say that all forms of life have, roughly, the same inherent 
value.” (Griffin 2007,  83). “The distinctive point of egalitarian deep ecology is, 
therefore, compatible with the Whiteheadian emphasis on many different levels 
of intrinsic value” (83). 




