WHITEHEAD’S ANALYSIS OF PERCEPTION AS A
BASIS FOR CONCEIVING TIME AND VALUE

by David R. Mason

Several years ago in a valuable assessment of the prospects for
philosophical theology Malcolm Diamond urged those who are per-
suaded of the importance of Alfred North Whitehead's metaphysics
to apply Whitehead’s insights to areas other than theology lest they
end up, like the Barthians, talking only to themselves.! He correctly
noted that the consensus among contemporary analytic philosophers
is still to treat both speculative metaphysics and theology as question-
able enterprises. However, he remarked, if Whitehead’s metaphysical
thought were used to illustrate problems in areas other than theology
(e.g., the biophysical sciences), and if this were “well done,” contem-
porary thinkers would be forced to pay attention to this mode of
thought in spite of their reluctance. In support of this claim he cited
the example of Reinhold Niebuhr, who captured the attention of a
generation of hostile intellectuals “by means of the power of his in-
sights into politics, labor relations, international affairs, and the
rest.”? The example, alone, shows that the advice is valuable and
should be taken seriously.

It is true that the concern to elucidate and give meaning to
specifically theological doctrine has remained uppermost among
Whiteheadians. Nevertheless, there is a growing body of Whitehead-
ian literature focusing on such divergent issues as those of time, free-
dom and agency, psychological physiology, evolution, ecology, the
philosophy of science, mathematics, aesthetics, language, etc.? Thus
the challenge to apply Whitehead’s thought to problems other than
strictly theological ones is already being met. This essay endeavors to
add another small voice to the growing response, particularly em-
phasizing Whitehead’s important contribution to a theory of percep-
tion. Admittedly, the point at which this essay finally arrives bears
witness to what Whitehead calls “the intuition of the sacred which is at
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the foundation of all religion,”* namely, that every finite individual
has an inherent value not only for itself and for other finite individu-
als but for the totality. Thus the importance of my finite, immediate
decision or activity makes its mark in the universe and abides
infinitely. The crucial point, however, is not that a fundamentally
religious outlook is affirmed but how it is arrived at: The “intuition of
the sacred” is shown, by analysis, to derive from one’s immediate
subjective experience which is essentially perceptual. The analysis of
that percipient occasion of experience is, moreover, the basis for an
adequate and useful concept of time. Thus a recurrent theme of
religious literature—that there is something of abiding worth amid all
that is passing—is here disclosed as compatible with the more secular
insistence on the reality and importance of temporal fact. Also, it is
seen that the proper conception of both time and value is grounded in
the right way of conceiving our perceptual experience.

To be sure, it will not be immediately self-evident that there is an
essential connection between perceptual experience and the concepts
of time and value, much less that the latter two are derived from the
tormer. Nevertheless, this essential relation of derivation is not wholly
inaccessible to understanding unless, of course, one has previously
decided to exclude the possibility. It is the thesis of this essay that,
indeed, Whitehead has provided us with rich and suggestive concepts
of time and value but that in order to grasp the full meaning and
significance of these concepts we must understand his analysis of
perceptual experience which is more complex than it is frequently
credited with being. Whitehead’s complete analysis, it is argued, is
fully explanatory of all immediate perceptual experience as well as
the more refined and selective acts of conscious human perception.

WHITEHEAD'S DIVERGENCE FROM THE TRADITION

Whitehead’s theory of perception is best examined by first seeing
what in the tradition he rejects and why he does so. His criticism of
many modern views of perception is that they embody two erroneous
assumptions concerning how we perceive and how we know about
what we perceive. Closely related to these procedural errors are sev-
eral misconceptions about the perceived world and the perceiving
world. Although the assumptions can be traced to Greek thought,
modern thinkers have intensified the problem by relying exclusively
upon them.

The first error is in supposing that our communication with the
external world is carried out wholly through a few definite channels,
namely, the five senses. Among these primacy is accorded visual per-
ception, which is the most sophisticated form of sense perception. This
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supposition encourages the belief that the sole data for examination
are those given directly by the sense organs: sense-data which are
immediate, definite, and discrete. The exclusive reliance upon sense
perception, therefore, promotes the uncritical belief that the funda-
mental mode of perception is that which appears only in the higher
stages of physiological development and that the fundamental data
are those which are contemporary with the percipient subject.
Moreover, since the percipient can perceive the world only in terms of
the sense-data qualifying the objects which form it, there is the ten-
dency to conceive the world as composed of substances “with vacu-
ously inherent qualities.” That is to say, since we can perceive only
contemporary sense-data which are not inherent in the objects with
which they are associated, the objects themselves are conceived as
“passive recipients of the qualities.” Hence they are construed as “de-
void of intrinsic worth” or of “subjective immediacy.”® The perceived
world is thus thought of as composed of barren substances played
upon by universal qualities.

The second error is the supposition that the proper method for
examining our immediate experience is by “acts of conscious intro-
spective analysis” or what Whitehead also calls the “attitude of
strained attention.”® This attitude reinforces the first assumption but
adds the notion that “consciousness” is requisite to subjectivity. Also,
by attending to the clear and distinct elements of perceptual experi-
ence in abstraction from our emotional response, this method fastens
on the discrete, controllable data and ignores those which are uncon-
trollable, dim, and causally efficacious: “It lifts the clear-cut data of
sensation into primacy,” Whitehead says, “and cloaks the vague com-
pulsions and derivations which form the main stuff of experience. In
particular it rules out that intimate sense of derivation from the body
which is the reason for our instinctive identification of our bodies with
ourselves.””

It should be stressed that in repudiating the method of “strained
attention,” together with the exclusive reliance on sense perception,
Whitehead rejects neither an empirical starting point nor the “subjec-
tive turn” which Descartes introduced into philosophical inquiry. He
does, however, repudiate that bias of the method which selects certain
aspects from the immediately given, complex fact—the subject grasp-
ing into a unity many objects—and declares them to be concrete. For
example, it has been assumed that the kind of concrete fact with
which to begin generalizations about the world is that expressed in the
proposition, “This stone is gray.” Thus “gray stone” would be taken as
the concrete fact. On the contrary, Whitehead remarks, “If we are to
go back to the subjective enjoyment of experience the type of primary
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starting point is ‘my perception of this stone as grey.” ”® In addition,
he notes that Descartes, who introduced the subjectivist principle into
philosophy, “missed the full sweep of his own discovery, and he and
Locke and Hume, continued to construe the functioning of the sub-
jective enjoyment of experience according to the substance-quality
categories.”® Following their lead, philosophers have tended to re-
gard as concrete fact one or several of the following: (1) “material
objects” devoid of subjective experiences, (2) “sense-data” privately
perceived but associated with substances other than the percipient, (3)
the “percipient subject” which is conscious and enduring.

Itis clear that Whitehead accepts the Cartesian requirement that we
begin with subjective experience. But this acceptance does not entail
that the “subject” be an enduring thing requiring nothing but itself in
order to exist. Neither does it require that the data which are given in
the experience be precise and instantaneous. And by no means does it
require that “consciousness” be an essential ingredient in the experi-
ence. Therefore Whitehead maintains that the appeal to actual
experience—the foundation of empiricism with which he readily
concurs—has been redirected by an appeal to “those elements of our
experience which stand out clearly and distinctly in our
consciousness.”!® Yet, surely, these elements are not concrete fact!
They are, rather, “simplified editions of immediate matters of fact”
which, when treated as concrete, are instances of the “Fallacy of Mis-
placed Concreteness.”!! Hence the modern insistence on a subjective
and empirical basis for knowledge is proper. It should not, however,
necessitate the view that perception be limited to definite acts per-
formed by a conscious agent.

REFORMED SUBJECTIVITY AND THE CRITIQUE OF HuME

In contrast to the prevailing view, Whitehead maintains that a rigor-
ous adherence to the subjectivist principle discloses the following five
points: First, “consciousness” is not a primary ingredient in most per-
ceptual experience. It is, rather, a special form in the subjective ex-
perience of high-grade organisms in their phases of complex integra-
tion. Thus “consciousness presupposes experience and not experi-
ence consciousness.”'? Second, the analysis of an immediate subjective
experience discloses that fundamental to that act of experience is its
sense of derivation from factors in its immediate past and of anticipa-
tion of an immediate future for which it will be a factor. This feeling
does not yield clear-cut sense-data. Rather, as what Whitehead some-
times calls “non-sensuous perception” or “sense reception”'*—in
order to distinguish it from “sense perception”—the data provided in
this mode of perception are “vague, not to be controlled [and] heavy
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with emotion.”** Notwithstanding their lack of clarity, the data per-
ceived in this mode are insistent and causally efficacious. Third, the
primary organ of experience for nonsensuous perception is “the liv-
ing body as a whole” rather than the specific sense organs which yield
discrete, controllable data.'® As Whitehead says, “In the human ex-
perience the fundamental fact of perception is the inclusion, in the
datum, of the objectification of an antecedent part of the human body
with such-and-such experiences.”'® Fourth, the subjectivist principle,
as it is seen to emerge from the analysis of immediate experience, also
maintains that each percipient occasion is itself more than a passive
recipient of data provided for it; it is a subject which imposes its own
subjective form upon the data which it integrates. In turn this percip-
ient subject becomes a datum for a subsequent subject. Finally, the
analysis of the immediate human subjective experience, as fundamen-
tally perceptual, becomes the basis for the “reformed subjectivist
principle,” namely, that “the whole universe consists of elements dis-
closed in the analysis of the experience of subjects.”?” This means, of
course, that the subject-object distinction is not that between the con-
scious and nonconscious world or even the human and the nonhu-
man world. Subjectivity, rather, must be defined in terms of present
immediacy, derivation from the past, and signification for the future
and, also, in terms of unity or individuality. And this applies generally
to all occasions of experience. Whitehead elsewhere expresses his
tundamental conviction regarding the primacy of reformed subjectiv-
ity by asserting that “all final individual actualities have the metaphys-
ical character of occasions of experience.”'®

Now the last point naturally raises the question: How does
Whitehead justify his move from the direct evidence of an immediate
occasion of human experience to the metaphysical character of “all
final actualities”? He does so on the ground that any human subjective
experience is necessarily a bodily experience. In addition, he accepts
the principle, which has proved so fruitful for scientific inquiry, that
“no arbitrary breaks be introduced into nature” in order to shore up a
certain rendering of the facts.'® All natural events or experiences are
to be interpreted in the same terms. Thus “the living body is to be
interpeted according to what is known of other sections of the uni-
verse.” This principle is, however, “double edged,” requiring that the
“other sections of the universe are to be interpreted in accordance
with what we know of the human body.”?® That is to say, if we are
convinced by the naturalistic argument that there is a uniformity of
application of laws, that no factor in the universe is to be exempt from
investigation and explanation according to principles which apply
truitfully elsewhere, then we should be prepared to accept an in-
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terpretation of nonhuman occasions of experience according to the
most generally adequate principles which are applicable to human
occasions. We have no warrant, for example, for limiting the princi-
ples of explanation to those of material and efficient causation. An
empircist, moreover, should begin with what presents itself most di-
rectly, namely, ‘“the immediate facts of our psychological
experience.”?! But in starting here we should always remember that
consciousness is not an inevitable feature of what is meant by a
“psychological experience.” Consciousness appears, dominates, and
recedes, but it is not inevitable.?? The necessary feature, as we have
seen, is the sense of derivation from factors in one’s past, the anticipa-
tion of an immediate future for which one will be a significant factor,
together with the experience of synthesizing activity in the present. In
order to understand why Whitehead holds this to be the fundamental
and inevitable feature of immediate psychological experience we
need to turn to his criticism of Hume. For he considers Hume to be
the clearest and most consistent exponent of the view of perception
which he wishes to refute.

Hume sees the problem which is generated by the view which main-
tains that sense impressions are the only source of information about
the external world: the problem of the derivation of the idea of “cau-
sation.” His solution, of course, is that after a repetition of a number
of similar instances “habit” gives rise to the idea of causation or
“necessary connection.” A passage from the Enguiry summarizes the
longer argument in the Treatise:

It appears, then, that this idea of a necessary connection among events arises
from a number of similar instances which occur of the constant conjunction
of those events; nor can that idea ever be suggested by any one of these
instances, surveyed in all possible lights and positions. But there is nothing in
a number of instances, different from every single instance, which is sup-
posed to be exactly similar; except only, that after a repetition of similar
instances, the mind is carried by habit, upon the appearance of one event, to
expect its usual attendant, and to believe that it will exist. This connection,
therefore, which we feel in the mind, this customary transition of the imagina-
tion from one object to its usual attendant, is the sentiment or impression
from which we form the idea of power or necessary connection.??

When we examine this passage, we find Hume asserting that no one
instance can occasion the idea of necessary connection. There is no
single impression which may be said to be the impression of causality.
Furthermore, there is nothing in a succession of similar impressions
which would occasion the idea of causality any more than one impres-
sion. That is to say, if no single instance can account for anything
beyond itself, a repetition of similarly discrete instances can add noth-
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ing to the single instance. This observation is the basis for the charge
that Hume’s thought leads to complete skepticism or what Santayana
termed the “solipsism of the present moment.”** Nevertheless, Hume
has recourse beyond his stated principle to “habit” in order to find a
basis for our ordinary belief in a causal order among things. Thus
habit has become the “impression from which we form the idea of
power or necessary connection.” However, as Whitehead demon-
strates, with the arbitrary introduction of *habit,” Hume “has con-
fused a ‘repetition of impressions’ with an ‘impression of repetition of
impressions,” "?® That is to say, Hume has created out of nothing, as it
were—nothing which his principles allow for—his all-important “im-
pression” which is the ground for forming the idea of necessary con-
nection among events. But “habit” is no more an impression of sensa-
tion than is “causation.” Making use of Hume’s own precept that “if
you cannot point out any such impression you may be certain you are
mistaken when you imagine you have any such idea,”*® we are justified
in demanding to be shown the impression which gives rise to the idea
of habit. There is none, of course. And so Whitehead quite properly
asks “why Hume exempts ‘habit’ from the same criticism as that ap-
plied to ‘cause.” ” “We have no ‘impression’ of ‘habit,” ” he says, “just as
we have no ‘impression’ of ‘cause.” Cause, repetition, habit are all in
the same boat.”*?

The point of this attack on Hume’s doctrine is not to discredit the
belief that we perceive discrete sense-data. It is, rather, that, solely on
the basis of this way of construing perception, we are unable to athrm
what we all believe to be true—that we live in a causally efficacious
world. This power or “causal efficacy” cannot be derived from the
mere- repetition of discrete sense-data. Neither does the appeal to
“habit” establish a ground for the idea of causality. Hume’s way of
analyzing his experience, by attending to the clear-cut data and ne-
glecting the vaguer but insistent fact of the sense of derivation, inverts
the true order of things. By thus neglecting the primary mode of
perception common to all subjective experiences—the perception of
causal efficacy as the sense of derivation—the relation of causation to
perception has been misconstrued. For the attempt has been to derive
the idea of causation from the perception of discrete sense-data—the
mode of perception appropriate to high-grade organisms in states of
consciousness.

Clearly, Whitehead regards the usual way of interpreting our ex-
perience as productive of error by treating the clear and distinct
elements of high-grade perception as yielded by the senses as the
fundamental, or even the only, mode of perception. By contrast, he
endeavors to build a case for the primacy of the mode of causal
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efficacy in perceptual experience. His case is not built entirely on the
critique of Hume. In fact, it appeals to a number of instances of
ordinary experience in which clearly defined sense-data, habitually
associated with one another, are only minimally present yet with
an overwhelming feeling of being causally acted upon. For example,
fears that grip us in the dark when familiar and clear-cut sensations
are absent; the irresistible feeling of the efficacy of nature in the
silence and stillness of “an August woodland”; the feeling of
influences which pervade us in the fading consciousness of half-sleep.
As Whitehead says, “Every way of omitting the sensa leaves us a prey
to vague feelings of influence.”?®

This brief survey of vague, emotional influences will, no doubt,
appear unconvincing as a basis for asserting that the perception of
causal efficacy is fundamental to experience. Therefore, let us con-
sider the case of reflex action, to which Whitehead appeals: “In the
dark the electric light is suddenly turned on and the man’s eyes
blink.”?® On the basis of Hume’s doctrine we can discern only three
sense-data: the flash, the feeling of eye closure, and the instant of
darkness. We add to this the habit of expecting the eye closure to be
the attendant upon the flash. Of course, the physiological explanation
is given in terms of causation: The retina receives the impulse gener-
ated by the flash of light and passes on the impulse, via some nerve
route, to the occipital cortex in the brain; thence an impulse is forced
back to the eyelid. All along the route there is causal action of one
element upon another. Moreover, if we turn to the experience of the
man, without the aid of either the philosophic theory or the
physiological explanation, we find that he claims to experience the
feeling of causality. This feeling is, for the man, an indubitable fact:
“It is the feeling of causality,” Whitehead writes, “which enables the
man to distinguish the priority of the flash; and the inversion of the
argument, whereby the temporal sequence ‘flash to blink’ is made the
premise for the ‘causality’ belief, has its origin in pure theory. The
man will explain his experience by saying, “The flash made me blink’;
and if his statement be doubted, he will reply, ‘I know it, because I felt
it.” 73 Whitehead emphasizes his own acceptance of the man’s render-
ing of the facts of his experience.

The result of Whitehead’s critique of Hume, together with his ap-
peal to ordinary experiences, has been to reinforce the conviction that
fundamental to any experience is the feeling of the causal efficacy of
something from beyond in the present, living, subjective experience:
“The crude aboriginal character of direct perception is inheritance.
What is inherited is feeling-tone with evidence of its origin; in other
words, vector feeling-tone.”?! For the disclosure of such direct per-
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ception, “the living body as a whole” is more fundamental than the
five senses which yield relatively clear and distinct data. Moreover,
there is no absolute separation between the external world and some
percipient occasion within the body. The body is the complex and
well-integrated (when healthy) part of the wider environment, highly
organized to transmit data—either in specific channels or by
diffusion—to a particular percipient occasion in the brain. Yet, even
when the information comes to the ultimate percipient occasion (“ul-
timate” because every occasion of experience constituting the living
body, and beyond, is a percipient occasion) through the specific or-
gans, it is felt and transmitted by them to subsequent percipient occa-
sions.

In the course of disclosing Whitehead’s divergence from certain
aspects of the modern tradition stemming from Descartes and his
repudiation of Hume’s analysis of perception, we have uncovered
several points which are fundamental to Whitehead’s own developed
doctrine of perception. We may summarize them as follows: (1) The
“reformed subjectivist principle” that “the whole universe consists of
elements disclosed in the experience of subjects.” (2) The idea that
fundamental to the experience of a subject is that it feels the data as
given—the data, nevertheless, being constitutive of its subjective expe-
rience. There is, thus, essentially a feeling of causal efficacy of factors
from beyond the present subject in the present subject. (3) The idea
that in the human subjective experience the feeling of causal efficacy
from the external world derives primarily through internal bodily
occasions receiving data from antecedent occasions and transmitting
their own subjective experience. In addition, the point was made that
the proper understanding of our immediate psychological experience
as fundamentally a bodily experience is the basis for the “reformed
subjectivist principle.”

CausaL EFFicacy AND THE DERIVATION OF THE
Concept OF TIME

In the course of this exposition it was intimated that in the human
perceptual experience there is perception of discrete sense-data
which illustrate the contemporary world. It is called “perception in
the mode of presentational immediacy.” Nevertheless, this is not the
fundamental mode of perception which I have been discussing.
Whitehead’s full doctrine of perception is woven around the two
modes of causal efficacy and presentational immediacy. These two
“pure” modes do not, however, exhaust human perception. There is
the “mixed mode of symbolic reference” which is a combination of the
two and is what we refer to when we speak of ordinary human
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perception.?? Whitehead’s quarrel with Hume, then, is not that Hume
finds the perception of discrete sense-data in his analysis of experi-
ence but that he tends to consider perception exclusively in terms of
this highly developed mode and thus to ignore the ubiquitous feature
of all subjects: the perception of causal efficacy. It is only as we focus
on this fundamental, ubiquitous feature of experience that we can
account for the ser.se of temporality and thus understand the deriva-
tion of the concept of time from perceptual experience.

Whitehead makes use of'a number of words and phrases to express
the general features of subjective experience. Some of them are “re-
ception,” “conformation,” “inheritance,” “feeling of emotional
energy,” “memory,” “vector-feeling,” “derivation,” “object-to-subject
structure of experience,” “physical prehension.”*? Most of these
words and phrases express the basic fact that the subject, in some
sense, derives from and conforms to objects which are given for it,
which themselves become constitutive of its subjective experience.
Thus the interrogation of subjective experience discloses that this
experience is not altogether discontinuous with the objective data
given to it; it derives, in part, from actual entities in its given world. In
this respect Whitehead’s explanation of the ground for any experi-
ence inverts that of Kant. Whereas the German philosopher regards
an experience as rooted in the intuition so that “the process whereby
there is experience is a process from subjectivity to apparent objectiv-
ity,” Whitehead “explains the process as proceeding from objectivity
to subjectivity, namely, from the objectivity, whereby the external
world is a datum, to the subjectivity, whereby there is one individual
fact.”®* He does not mean that the “one individual fact” is merely a
repetition of the objective data. Nevertheless, it derives from and
must conform to objects in its world. But the “objects” have been
“subjects” in their own day. This is the meaning of the “reformed
subjectivist principle.” The data are these subjects as “objectified.” In
this way there is efficient causation between actual entities, or vector-
teeling “from the cause which acquires the subjectivity of the new
effect without loss of its original subjectivity in the cause.”®* Also, to
reiterate, the present subject is not simply acted upon; it feels the
data, and, as will become clearer, it synthesizes them.

This account has emphasized the aspect of perception as derivation
from and conformation to objective data. But in using such phrases as
“the ‘objects’ have been ‘subjects’ in their own day,” or “the new ef-
fect,” or “the present subject,” we have been unable to escape the
implication of what is made explicit in the use of such terms as “in-
heritance” or “memory”—that in efficient causation the cause is tem-
porally prior to the effect. Thus, in the mode of causal efficacy, that

1 &
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which is perceived is always the past as active in the present subject.
To put the matter negatively, while a percipient subject may perceive
aspects of the contemporary world, it cannot be causally attfected by it.
Whitehead writes that “so far as physical relations are concerned,
contemporary events happen in causal independence of each
other.”?® Thus he defines “contemporaneousness” in terms of causal
independence. “Actual entities are called ‘contemporary’ when
neither belongs to the ‘given’ actual world defined by the other.”?”
This means that when neither entity belongs to the world which is
causally efficacious for the other, they are contemporaries. They may
have “actual worlds” (i.e., “pasts”) in common, but neither belongs to
the actual world of the other.

This doctrine of the causal independence of contemporaries has
obvious implications for perception in the mode of presentational
immediacy. By definition we cannot derive the idea of causation from
that mode which apprehends an immediate cross section of the pres-
ent world. Hume’s search for causation among impressions of sensa-
tion which are “immediately present to the senses” was, therefore,
doomed from the start. To grasp the notion of the causal indepen-
dence of contemporaries, however, does not itself explain the corre-
late doctrine that the past is causally efficacious in the present. By our
account we cannot conceive the past as simply lost or gone by—a mere
nothing. The past must be understood as energizing in the present.
But the idea must be stated so as to preserve the distinction between
past and present. Just as the past is not to be conceived as simply lost,
neither is it to be conceived as simply present.

Whitehead’s way of dealing with this problem is in terms of the
“becoming, the perishing, and the objective immortality” of actual
entities.®® The entity as subject or percipient occasion is not a static
being but is an act transforming the many indeterminate data into
one determinate individual. This “self-functioning is the real internal
constitution of the actual entity,” constituting its “own immediacy.”3®
It also belongs to the nature of an actual entity that, in becoming
determinate, it is significant beyond itself. This is part of the meaning
of the “principle of relativity,” to wit, “that it belongs to the nature of a
‘being’ that it is a potential for every ‘becoming.’ ”*® In other words,
having become determinate, the entity projects itself forth as an ob-
ject for succeeding subjects. Therefore, when Whitehead speaks of
the “perishing” of occasions, he intends to retain two fundamental
aspects: “significance” and “attainment.” On the one hand, when an
occasion perishes, it is not thereby lost; it remains “stubborn fact”
conditioning succeeding occasions. Perishing “is how the past lives in
the present. It is causation. It is memory. ... [It] is the initiation of
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becoming. How the past perishes is how the future becomes.”*! The
notion of “perishing,” therefore, should first be construed in its essen-
tially relative sense as “perishing forth” or perishing “into the status of
an object for other occasions.”#? On the basis of our understanding of
this aspect of perishing we are enabled to see that “past” entities are,
in no sense, “non-entities”; they live as objectified in the present. Thus
they gain “objective immortality.”** On the other hand, we must also
keep in view that aspect of perishing without which the temporal
process collapses into a monism of indeterminate becoming, namely,
that, in becoming determinate, a present actual occasion terminates
the particular act of concrescence which defines its being. As
Whitehead says: “The process of concrescence terminates with the
attainment of a fully determinate ‘satisfaction.’ . .. Completion is the
perishing of immediacy.”** Such “perishing of immediacy” cannot
mean, as we have seen, that the “real internal constitution” is lost, but
rather it must mean that a determinate individuality is attained.
Whitehead says emphatically: “Actual entities perish, but do not
change; they are what they are.”*®* We may call this the “absolute”
sense of perishing. That is to say, while an occasion can, and does, add
itself to the transcendent world, nothing more can be added to that
occasion. Therefore, in the idea of “perishing” Whitehead has en-
compassed two notions: that the past cannot change—it is what it has
attained—and yet it is objectified by, and energizes in, the present
occasion.

It is thus that Whitehead sees efficient causation and memory as
two aspects of the same phenomenon, that is, that feature common to
all occasions of experience: perception in the mode of causal efficacy,
also called “physical perception.”*® Moreover, it is from the perspec-
tive of the present subjective experience of an actual entity that the
sense of temporality derives. For the present subject is, in part, consti-
tuted by its feeling of derivation from the given actual world of its
past. This is its memory. It is also partially constituted by its anticipa-
tion of significance in the immediate future. Thus the present subjec-
tive experience defines the past and the future. The perceptual ex-
perlence is a “feeling from a beyond which is determinate and point-
ing to a beyond which is to be determined. But the fee]mg is subjec-
tively rooted in the immediacy of the present occasion: it is what the
occasion feels for itself, as derived from the past and as merging into
the future.”*?

Perhaps the most compelling example of perception in the mode of
causal efficacy, and thus of the perceptual basis of time, is “the knowl-
edge of our own immediate past.” Discussions of memory too often
presuppose “consciousness” and concentrate on long stretches of
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time, in which case we are only dimly aware of fragments of an ex-
perience. However, Whitehead stresses the importance of attending
to one’s own immediate bodily past, which is to say oneself approxi-
mately one-tenth to one-half second ago: “Itis gone, and yet it is here.
It is our indubitable self, the foundation of our present existence.”*8
His well-known illustration is that of the speaker pronouncing the
name, “United States.” There are several syllables involved and to a
citizen they are the usual attendants upon their predecessors. Now
suppose the speaker, who is a citizen, inserts the words “Fruit Com-
pany” after saying the word “United.” Moreover, suppose he is pro-
posing a name for a new company and thus uttering the combined
sound, “United Fruit Company,” for the first time in history. Habit or
the association of the usual attendants of one sense-datum upon
another would, of course, lead him to the phrase, “United States.” But
the energizing of his intention of the immediate past in the present
caused him to join “Fruit” to “United,” and then “Company” to
“Fruit.” Whitehead uses this example to elaborate his point:

He uttered the word “United” with the non-senuous anticipation of an im-
mediate future with the sensum “Fruit,” and he then uttered the word “Fruit”
with the non-sensuous perception of the immediate past with the sensum
“United.” . . . The final occasion of his experience which drove his body to the
utterance of the sound “Company” is only explicable by his concern with the
earlier occasions with their subjective forms of intention to procure the utter-
ance of the complete phrase. Also . . . there was direct observation of the past
with its intention finding its completion in the present fact. This is an instance
of direct intuitive observation which is incapable of reduction to the sen-
sationalist formula. Such observations have not the clear sharp-cut precision
of sense-perception. But surely there can be no doubt about them.*

This example of a human occasion of experience prehending its
immediate past occasion as energizing in the present and anticipating
its immediate future probably affords the most convincing illustration
of perception in the mode of causal efficacy as the ground of tempo-
rality. For it exemplifies the following points: The present means the
subjective experience of prehending what is given and anticipating
being prehended by supervening occasions; the past means that
which is given as an efficient cause for the present subjective experi-
ence; the future means that indeterminate “beyond” which is to be
affected by the present occasion and which is, in some sense, antici-
pated in the present.

Thus the past is defined as that determinate “stubborn fact” which
yet energizes in the present, and the present as the immediate per-
cipient subject. Can we be any more precise about the future? What
status does it have in this scheme which is based on present experi-
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ence and in what sense can it be anticipated? Whitehead writes: “The
future is not nothing. It lives actively in its antecedent world.”®® This
statement, taken by itself, can be very misleading, for it seems to
affirm that the future has the same status as the past. But Whitehead
does not intend to produce such a confusion, and he is at pains to
distinguish the objectivity of past, determinate occasions as function-
ing in the present from the objective fact that there must be a future
for this occasion. Yet the future is indeterminate. It is likely that the
failure to make this distinction renders incoherent many well-
meaning attempts to proclaim the power and the “presence” of the
future. Although he says that “the future is to the present as an object
to a subject,” Whitehead realizes that it cannot act as an efficient
cause: “There are no actual occasions in the future to exercise efficient
causation in the present. What is objective in the present is the necessity
of a future of actual occasions, and the necessity that these future
occasions conform to the conditions inherent in the essence of the
present occasion. The future belongs to the essence of the present
fact, and has no actuality other than the actuality of the present
fact.”5* It is clear from this that “objectivity” is not simply to be
equated with being determinate and causally efficacious. For the fu-
ture is an object for any given subject, part of whose essence is to be
superseded and to anticipate some of its effects beyond itself. Thus
the important truth emerges that the anticipation of the future, to-
gether with the feeling of past occasions, is “subjectively rooted in the
immediacy of the present occasion.” The basis for any sense of tem-
porality, and thus for a concept of time, is grounded in a fundamental
feature of any subjective experience: the nonsensuous’ perception of
past occasions as causally efficacious in the present subject and the
nonsensuous anticipation of a future which must conform to and
embody that subject.

This exposition has, by no means, laid bare Whitehead’s full con-
cept of time. To do so would entail an elaboration of the derivation of
“instants” from the fundamental entities, the fact that “time” is in-
separable from the space-time manifold, the notion of the irreversibil-
ity of time, the interpretation of alternative time series, the intrinsic
measurability of time, and, of course, the full philosophical concep-
tion of time as embodied in the “epochal theory.” Despite the partial
character of this exposition, however, it has endeavored to establish
that, for Whitehead, the concept of time is grounded in perception.
Moreover, it has given good reason for maintaining that a proper
understanding of the fundamental nature of perception is essential to
a right understanding of time. For example, if this account conforms
to experienced reality, it becomes clear that time is neither wholly
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independent of an observer nor to be construed as simply “mind-
dependent.” It is “subject-dependent,” but this observation cannot
have the effect of restricting our attention to human subjects; “time”
is 2 necessary correlate of all final individual actualities.

FINITE AND INFINITE VALUE

What is there in the preceding analysis of perceptual experience
which justifies the deep sense of value as residing in finite occasions
and yet the intuition that the value produced in the temporal world
abides infinitely? Although Whitehead does not articulate a fully de-
veloped and systematic value theory, he does make a number of im-
portant remarks about value in terms of his metaphysical thought. 1
will not endeavor to trace out all the implications of his thought about
value. Rather, 1 will confine our attention to the relation between
value and perception, as we have come to understand the latter, and
also the relation between finite and infinite value. Whitehead gives us
a clue as to how he conceives the intrinsic connection of perception,
temporality, and value in some remarks on “perishing” at his seven-
tieth birthday celebration: “If you get a general notion of what is
meant by perishing you will have accomplished an apprehension of
what you mean by memory and causality, what you mean when you
feel that what we are is of infinite importance, because as we perish we
are immortal. That is the one key thought around which the whole
development of Process and Reality is woven.”52

In this statement we see a reiteration of the point that the perishing
of an occasion means that it is significant beyond itself. Significance is,
of course, necessary if there is to be causation. From the perspective
of the new concrescing subject, the feeling of such causation is mem-
ory, which depends upon past occasions having “perished forth,” so
to speak. Also, we should not miss the other point which is being
made here, namely, that the very experience which is the basis for the
ideas of memory and causation yields, at the same time, the sense of
value in existence. The analysis of subjective occasions of experience
discloses that each finite occasion has intrinsic worth in itself and
worth beyond itself, infinitely. This is the meaning of the statement:
“We feel that what we are is of infinite importance because as we
perish we are immortal.”

This point, admittedly, requires some elaboration. The basic prin-
ciple is that not merely human occasions but every finite occasion of
experience, every fact or unitary event, is a value experience. As
Whitehead says: “ ‘Value’ is the word I use for the intrinsic reality of
an event. ... Realisation therefore is in itself the attainment of
value.”®® Such a view, of course, is not always readily apparent to
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commonsense thought, which treats only certain things and events
contributing to human enhancement as of value. Commonsense
thought, however, is based on the “bifurcation of nature,” which as-
sumes that acts of perception can be analyzed into a conscious per-
cipient subject and data which are universal qualities associated with a
world of barren substances. We have seen that such a view does not
accord very well with our convictions about memory and causation
and that, in fact, it falls apart under analysis. The reformed subjec-
tivist principle, on the other hand, insists that “apart from the experi-
ence of subjects there is nothing, nothing, nothing, bare noth-
ingness.”** Every final individual actuality is to be conceived as a
subject synthesizing many objects into a novel unity. To be a percip-
ient subject, therefore, means ultimately to be causa sui, to preside
over one’s process of concrescence. And this is a value experience; it is
the attainment of “existence for its own sake ... which is its own
justification . .. with its own character.”® It is to be noted that the
concept of value or of “intrinsic worth,” in this connection, must not
be interpreted in a “purely eulogistic sense”; that is to say, value or
worth is not to be equated with “truth,” “beauty,” or “goodness.” Such
positive values must finally be accounted for, of course. Here it is
enough to make the point that value is inherent in actuality. Thus to
be valuable means to count for something, to have attained realiza-
tion, and so to make a difference in the universe. As Whitehead says:
“The enjoyment of actuality is a realization of worth, good or bad. It is
a value-experience. Its basic expression is—Have a care, here is some-
thing that matters.”>® To be a percipient subject, then, is to be “some-
thing that matters,” and this is to be a unit of value.

Having established, in this way, that actuality and value are in-
separable, Whitehead attempts to elaborate the idea of value so that
its implications become clearer. A value experience, as something that
matters, cannot be limited to being value for itself; it must also be
value for others. To say this, of course, is simply to speak explicitly
about the meaning of actuality as a value experience just as in speak-
ing of an individual unit of actuality as a percipient subject. Some-
thing that matters for itself embodies in itself the power to transcend
that self. We recall the dual meaning of perishing and the necessity of
bearing in mind both aspects of this notion: It essentially includes the
ideas of both “attainment” and “significance.” Precisely this twofold
idea lies at the heart of the meaning of value. To have attained satis-
faction and thereby to become causally efficacious in a subsequent
entity is to be something that matters for that entity as well as for
oneself. Thus Whitehead says that his concept is “the concept of actu-
ality as something that matters, by reason of its own self-enjoyment,
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which includes enjoyment of others and transitions towards the
future.”s” Just as there is no fact devoid of value, so there can be no
value which exists solely for its own sake. To be sure, the value for
others will not be the same as the value for self. In other words, a
subsequeént finite entity, in being affected by a given entity, will selec-
tively prehend that entity; it will not be felt with the same concrete
definiteness with which it closed its own subjective immediacy.
Nevertheless, the concrete value attained cannot be lost.

In working out the implications of a value experience Whitehead
sees that value which is thought to be limited to finite occasions—self
and others—but which may be said, somehow, to dissipate is not value
in the sense of something that matters. That which dissolves is not
ultimately important. It is difficult, of course, for us to imagine our
importance beyond a relatively short stretch of time. Except in the
rare cases of great persons who exercise influence over generations,
we normally do not think of occasions, or of persons, as having impor-
tance much beyond a lifetime. Indeed, the memories that we have of
formative experiences in the early part of our own lifetime fade and
grow dim. Thus our experience is often that of the apparent loss of
value. Whitehead acknowledges this experience. “Objectification in-
volves elimination,” he says. “In the temporal world it is the empirical
fact that process entails loss; the past is present under an abstraction.”
Nevertheless, as many students of Whitehead have noted, the
qualification which immediately follows this statement is essential to
the full understanding of actuality: “But there is no reason of any
ultimate metaphysical generality why this should be the whole
story.”®® In fact, there is good reason why this cannot be the whole
story.-If “to be” means “to be of value” and the very notion of “value”
essentially requires nonlimitation to a finite individual ocasion, then
other equally finite occasions cannot restrict nonlimitation; whatever
may be lost to the finite series must be registered somewhere.

The argument depends on the understanding of “finitude” as “the
attainment of determinate status.” But the attainment of determinate
status for an individual entity-—such that nothing more can be added
to it—does not entail that the entity thereby disappears from exis-
tence. Rather, it adds itself to the expanding totality. “Finitude” and
“infinitude,” therefore, should not be construed as sheer opposites or
contradictories. “Significance,” which is as intrinsic a mark of finite
individuality as is “attainment,” requires that finite value be incorpo-
rated in the infinite and increasing value of the whole. Thus
Whitehead says: “Importance, limited to a finite individual occasion,
ceases to be important. In some sense or other, Importance is derived
from the immanence of infinitude in the finite.”%®
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To be sure, it is often the case that finite occasions are mutually
obstructive and that a present subject, in prehending past actual occa-
sions, eliminates what does not contribute to the fulfillment of its
subjective aim. Thus “the past is present under an abstraction.” But
this does not mean that the full immediacy of a past occasion is simply
lost or that what does not contribute to the attainment of value for a
particular subject, or even for a society of subjects, is ultimately devoid
of worth. As I have argued, once the subjective immediacy of an
occasion is attained, its mark is made everlastingly. If the importance
of an occasion cannot be fully appreciated by a subsequent finite
occasion, it is, nonetheless, important for the ever-expanding totality.
The “ever-expanding totality” is also termed the “consequent nature
of God.”®°

This analysis of actuality as residing in percipient subjects has dis-
closed that these units of actuality can also be characterized as
centers of value which project the value attained beyond
themselves—infinitely. The foregoing is well summarized in the fol-
lowing passage: “Everything has some value for itself, for others and
for the whole. This characterizes the meaning of actuality. . .. Exis-
tence, in its own nature, is the upholding of value-intensity. Also no
unit can separate itself from the others, and from the whole. And yet
each unit exists in its own right. It upholds value-intensity for itself,
and this involves sharing value-intensity with the universe. Everything
that in any sense exists has two sides, namely, its individual self and its
signification in the universe.”®!

CONCLUSION

The main intention of this essay has been to disclose the perceptual
basis for the concepts of time and value in Whitehead’s thought. The
analysis stems ultimately from an intrinsic interest in his metaphyiscal
thought. But Whitehead himself insisted that such thought be “ap-
plicable and adequate” to all experience.®? Thus the demand that his
insights be used to illuminate issues other than specifically theological
ones is regarded as wholly legitimate, and I have here attempted to
respond to the challenge. Admittedly, the point at which the essay
finally arrives—the concept of value as the achievement of something
that matters for self, for others, and for the infinite whole—seems to
bear the marks of a religious birth. And, of course, the birth of the
concept is, in a sense, “religious” in that it conceives facts as intrinsi-
cally valuable, as significant beyond themselves, and, therefore, as
bearers of purposiveness. Nevertheless, the primordial facts to which
Whitehead appeals in deriving his concepts are facts which are avail-
able to inspection and analysis by anyone: the facts of immediate
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bodily experience or facts of perception. Therefore, this “religious”
character should not obscure the broad applicability of the analysis
and the concepts disclosed.

Because of his close attention to immediate experience and his
ability to generalize from it, Whitehead’s thought should prove fruit-
ful to a wide range of intellectual disciplines. This is not true of much
present-day philosophy. Lord Brain, an eminent neurologist and a
competent philosopher, has remarked that the role of the body in
perception is of fundamental importance for philosophy and yet is so
much neglected. “Whitehead alone, among recent philosophers,” he
says, “seems to me to give due weight to it.”®3 In fact, if the paucity of
references to bodily existence in philosophical discussion is an index
to the importance attached to it, we might well conclude that many
philosophers disregard the body’s role in perception or else that they
are embarrassed by their bodies. Of course, Whitehead’s thought is
not to be commended merely because of the importance accorded the
body in analyzing perception. His interpretation of perception i its
most fundamental and generic mode is seen to entail an important
concept of time which itself is applicable to psychological as well as
physical theories. Most philosophers, of course, have simply ignored
his concept of time. Unfortunately, several who have taken cogni-
zance of it have encouraged this neglect by badly misinterpreting
fundamental aspects of the concept.%* But it becomes more and more
apparent that such neglect impoverishes philosophic thought and
wider interests. In addition to generating a fruitful concept of time,
the analysis of perception has provided the ground for an important
theory of value—what Hartshorne has called the “Aesthetic Matrix of
Value.”®® Thus the analysis of perception becomes the basis for sev-
eral concepts of considerable consequence.

I have not attempted to elaborate these concepts as Whitehead
himself does. I am aware both of having left his value theory in a state
of infancy and of the many features of time left untreated. For exam-
ple, he develops criteria for distinguishing truth, beauty, and good-
ness from falsity, ugliness, and evil—which is essential if the theory is
to sustain human civilization.®® My task has been to shed light on these
concepts as rooted in perceptual experience and thereby to point out
some frequently unnoticed features of time and value. Insofar as I
have succeeded in this limited task it may be argued that Whitehead’s
“Speculative Philosophy” is deserving of attention beyond that given
it by the theologians and is, in fact, “productive of important knowl-
edge” in many areas of thought.®?
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