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Chapter 2
Value

Having unearthed some of the process roots of environmental ethics and
situated Whitehead’s unique app

roach within thg history of metaphysics, we
are now in a position to begin considering a Whiteheadian position on its

own terms. If a Whiteheadian ethic were 2 Pigeon, into which hole would
we place it? Despite the longstanding consensus among process scholars
that Whitehead’s philosophy of organism provides an ideal ground for a
rich moral philosophy, particularly one encompassing ecological concerns,
there is a relative dearth of scholarship on the topic. Whar is more, among
those who engage it, there seems to be no agreement as to how to classi

a Whiteheadian ethics, which has at different times been labeled a moral
interest theory, a totalizing form of utilitarianism, and a virtue ethic.'! Some
have even suggested that Whitehead’s metaphysics is consistent with a deon-
tological approach.? As the following passage from Whitehead’s final book,
Modes of Thought, suggests, a Whiteheadian ethics may look quite different
than its modern and ancient cousins: “Morality does not indicate what you
are to do in mythological abstractions. It does concern the general ideal
which should be the justification for any particular objective. The destruc-
tion of a man, or of an insect, or of a tree, or of the Parthenon, may be
moral or immoral. [... .] Whether we destroy or whether we preserve, our
action is moral if we have thereby safeguarded the importance of experienc_e
50 far as it depends on that concrete instance in the vs{orld’s history.” IF is
through passages such as this that we see just how ra:d}cal and 'far-relé:Chlf‘g
Whitehead’s thought can be. Whereas for many tfadmonal Cthlcal't eor;es
the only relations that are morally significant are .mterhuman relations, o;
Whitehead, “the destruction of a man, or of an insect, or of a tree, or o

37



38 | Value, Beauty, and Nature

the Parthenon; may be moral or immoral.”* To Emdferstand this initj|]
surprising claim, it will be useful to begin by c?n31derlng Vvarious scholay|
attempts to categorize Whitehead’s ethics. We will find Fhat, Ultimately, an
moral philosophy inspired by Whitehead’s thought will necessarily e 48
unique as his event ontology. Given this, we will then consider the COntoys
of a Whiteheadian-inspired ethics on its own terms, by first considering
distinctive theory of value, then the role it gives to moral ideals, ang finally
its dynamic, open-ended conception of moral philosophy itself

It should be said at the outset that Whitehead wrote relatively little
on the topic of ethics. Indeed, he wrote nothing focused solely and directly
on the topic of ethics. What we have is many brief discussions within the
corpus of his work. Whitehead was a broadly and deeply educated Cam.
bridge mathematician who became a philosopher interested in speculatiye
metaphysics. He was not focused on or even particularly interested in ethics
per se. Given that Whitehead wrote little on the topic, it is probably ||
advised to ask what Whitehead’s ethics is or is not. There simply isn’t enough
to go on. Recognizing this, here and throughout references to “Whitehead’s
ethics” should be taken as shorthand for 4 Whiteheadian—inspired ethics.”
In the end, T am less interested in policing and defending whether White.
head himself held or would have agreed with the positions defended here
than I am in developing and defending what I take to be the most valuable
aspects of his work for developing a more logical, coherent, applicable, and
adequate metaphysical foundation for environmental ethics. If Whitehead
would have disagreed with my conclusions, so much the worse for him,

Categorizing a Whiteheadian Ethic

Whitehead made only occasional references to morality. One of those

aim at greatness of experience in the various dimensions belonging to
it. . . . Morality is always the aim at that unjon of harmony, intensity, and
vividness which involves the perfection of importance for that occasion.” It
is on the interpretation of this definition, which Whitehead himself notes
is “difficult to understand” thar most of the scholarship on Whitehead’s
ethics has focused, In particular, it was Paul Archyr Schilpp’s 1941 Library of
Living Philosophers’ essay “Whitehead’s Moral Philosophy” that established
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he context f'or t.he interpretfltion of Whitehead’s ethics in the twentieth
centurys making it an apt point of departure for our own analysis.

The argument that most concerns us at present s Schilpp’s claim that

itehead reduces importance to “interest” and that, therefore, Whitehead’s
moral philosophy should b.e clasmﬁ.cd as a “moral interest theory.” Schilpp
contends, “unless the essential meaning of Whitehead’s notion of ‘importance’
has been missed, t}?ere have appeare.:d ag sufficiently adequate reasons for
sccepting this doctrm'e of the subord}nat,lon of morzils gndet ‘importance.’ 76
The question, then: is whether S.chnlpps charact.enzamon of importance is
Jccurate. Does Whitehead make importance equivalent to interest? A closer
amination of Whitehead’s work reveals that Schilpp has indeed “missed”
fhe essential meaning of Whitehead’s notion of importance.

In his first lecture of Modes of Thought, which was dedicated to the
topic of “importance,” Whitchead defines importance in a particularly broad
way: “Importance is a generic notion which has been ob?‘cured by the
overwhelming prominence of a few of its innﬁxherable.speaes. The ter.ms
morality, logic, religion, art, have each of them been claimed as exhau'stmg
the whole meaning of importance. Each of Fhem denotes a.sul:;)rdmate
species. But the genus stretches beyond any finite group of species. Insofelu-
a5 morality, logic, religion, and art are merely a ltandful of the mr-lumerab ;';
species” of importance, we must take Whiteheafs use of the term in a rr}llucd
wider and more fundamental sense than mere interest.” Indeed, VZthe ead
himself explicitly states that he understood importance to em:}? t’-:‘yol’lf
interest: “There are two aspects to importance; one ba'sed on ecllﬂ}lfY °t
the Universe, the other on the individuality of the details. The worf znterejs
suggests the latter aspect; the word importance leans tf)wa:d t.he or.me;'l-l
Given critics’ claims to the contrary, it is ironic.: that Whltfahead ir;ltenu?n y
chose the term importance because it emphasized the unity \;{ﬂ ; ILI(I;V:;::I?:
rather than the interests of indivifluals. The pro!:;lem, as u:; ehas sk
self rec0énizes, is that “the word 1mP0'rtzmce,. as .1n lcl:omrnon e trivia]ization

duced to suggest a silly little pomposity which is the e'xtrern — !
reduced to i difficulty of philosophic discussion;
of its nicaning herer This 1818 perranery d their common meanings in
namely, that words must be it .beyon li -611;1 Cto interest, then how
the marketplace.” Yet, if importance is not limite :
does Whitchead conceive of it ht demonstrates that Whitehead

A closer analysis of Modes of 7.710ug : tfut to value. For instance, as
makes importance equivalent not to'mterCSt: both importance and value
we see in the following passages, Whitehead uses .

[

P
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actuality: “Our enjoyment of actualjyy, .

to describe what is attained by Sl

AT «

& d or bad. It is a value experience’s" and “Acyy,
realization of worth, gooc cance.”!! Similarly, as the following Passa
is the self-enj o-yment i lmp:lrvall.w:'have the same triadic structure of t}fs
suggest, both lmpf;‘)rtanc;z1 an ool importance is not excllISively refer it te
self, other, wl}ole; But t. e se ctly this vague sense which diﬂ’erentiates itse;)f
the experi(.encmg self. I; is CEZ i ythe many, and the self’;"? and “Everythi,
into the disclosure 0.Ft 1? v;or o;herss and for the whole. This characterizfg
has some value for Atge 10 Finally, Whitehead also describes moraliry -
the meaning of actuality.”” Finally, J A | of ¥ in

£ both value and importance: “Morality is the control o Process so

CELTR Q) PR o ».14 and “Everything has some value for itself
as to maximize importance ;" an rything o » for
others, and for the whole. By reason of this character., constituting reality,
the conception of morals arises.” Thus, valt.le and 1mport'ance have the
same structure and equally characterize moralff}’ and actuality. Because of
this, I contend that for Whitehead, value and ponARce are cRextensiye,'s

In this way we can begin to understand just how much Whitehead
intends to “stretch” the common’ usage of importance. He conceives of
importance as not only the aim of moralit.y, but of 'every pro<fess; that js,
of reality itself. “The generic aim of process is the Acainmes of Importance,
in that species and to that extent which in that inst.ancc is possible.”"7 Thjs
passage gives us a crucial insight into the relationship between \?Vhitehead’s
systematically developed metaphysics and his nascent moral philosophy. If
the general aim of process is at the attainment of importance and value,
then morality, as a particular species of process, must necessarily aim at
the attainment of importance and value as well. Morality, then, is but
one species of the process of the universe, the whole of which aims at the
attainment of importance.

Given that it is not appropriate to define Whitehead’s moral philos-
ophy as a moral interest theory, how are we to understand his conception
of morality as “the control of process so as to maximize importance”? Since
he defines morality as but one instance of the universal drive to maximize
importance and value, perhaps Whitehead affirmed some form of totalizing
utilitarianism? This is the view put forward by Clare Palmer in her Envi-
ronmental Ethics and Process Thinking (1998).

The heart of Palmer’s position lies in her un
cess thinkers such as Whitehead,
to produce the greatest

If all ethical behavior

derstanding that, for pro-
“the ultimate aim of ethical behaviour is
possible value for the consequent nature of God.”"

and all value is only to be understood in terms of
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o contributes to God, then morality becomes the maximization of a
1 form of experience (value, beauty,
Ce]’[ﬂ-l

tmportance) for God. Thus, like
|jcarianism, ©n€ ought to always choose
ilit
util!

' the course of action that maxi-
5 uti[iry/haPPmeSS/value for the relevant entity,
mize

. e ; which, in oyr processive
g God. Given this interpretation, Palmer
Cosm %

concludes that “valye is
 butorys God sums the value generated by actual occasions and within
Co-mself; the system must therefore be consequentialist and totalizing "1 B
Ij;uciﬂg 2 individflal’s value to its possible contribution to God’s experiencc):,
;) mer ATGUCS: \?thehead constructs a totalizing form of utilitarianism and
: herefore subject to the same concerns regarding, for instance, justice.
Palmer is certainly correct that any Whiteheadian moral philosophy will
Lave 4 SEFONE Wment: Our aim as moral agents is to bring
hout “that union of harmony, intensity, and vividness which involves the
P’cffémrmasion.

20 .
Where Palmer’s interpretation
choots well wide of its mark, however, is in suggesting that Whitehead’s

thought leads to a totalizing form of utilitarianism

.+ This position ultimately
(ests On hfﬁ_“ﬁ/ﬁken understanding that, for process thought, “what matters

/ist)-‘/}w’gﬂaation of rich experience for God.”?' The problem is that, while

Tis interpretation of process thought, referred to as “contributionism,”
plays a prominent role in (some) process theology, it is doubtful Whitchead

ever held such a view.”? Yes, every individual has value for the whole, but,
i

ead insists, an individual’s value for the whole cannot be separated
from the value it has for itself and for others.

At the base of existence is the sense of “worth.” Now worth
essentially presupposes that which is worthy. Here the notion of
worth is not to be construed in a purely eulogistic sense. It is
the sense of existence for its own sake, of existence which is its
own justification, of existence with its own character.23

Everything has some value for itself, for others, and for
the whole. This characterizes the meaning of actuality. By reason
of this character, constituting reality, the conception of morals
arises. We have no right to deface the value experience which is
the very essence of the universe. Existence, 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 the value intensity for itself, and
this involves sharing value intensity with the universe.?*



Rl

42 | Value, Beauty, and Nature

Each part of this axiological triad of self, other, and whole equally
terizes actuality. “These three divisions are on a level. No one in ; :rac-
precedes the other.”” (In the next chapter we will consider the Sitmilgg; Cnse
Whitehead’s triadic theory of value to Holmes Rolston’s.) Yet if mOra]ityt)f of
at the maximization of importance and value, but valye is urldw‘:rstooi‘{lrns
extend not merely to the self but to others (the past actua] OCcasiong i,
occasion’s actual world) and to the whole (the totality of achieved Occasion
then it becomes impossible to interpret Whitehead’s moral Phﬂosophy a: ;
totalizing form of utilitarianism aimed at maximizing intense €Xperience Foa
God (i.e., contributionism).?6 Morality aims to maximize the value exp eriencr
not only of the whole or of God, but also of every individua| for its Ows
sake and for the sake of its community.

Thus, both Schilpp’s interpretation (that Whitehead’s philosophy is
a moral interest theory) and Palmer’s interpretation (that Whitehead’s phi.
losophy is a totalizing utilitarianism and, therefore, an unsuitable basis £,
environmental ethics) rést’on faulty interpretations of Whitehead’s Meta.
physics and axiology. Properly understood, Whitehead’s philosophy is ,,,, n
moral interest theory, and it does 70z support a totalizing, consequentialjg,
form of utilitarianism.

INTRINSIC VALUE

It is difficult to find a philosophical system that gives a more central role ¢,
value than Whitehead’s philosophy of organism. To be actual, for Whitehead,
is to have value. Every individual—no matter how ﬂecting or insignificant—
has value “for its own sake.”?’ However, if it is to be properly understood,
this claim must be put within the larger context of Whitehead’s organic
conception of individuality and its rejection of independent existence (see
also chapter six on substance and chapter three on Rolston). In our proces-
sive cosmos, every individual begins from and is partially constituted by the
achieved values of the past and completes itself by rendering its relationship
to each of these past values determinate. Hence, an individual is what it is
because it is internally and essentially related to other achieved values.?® This
process constitutes the ultimate fact of existence: “the many become one and
are increased by one.”? For Whitehead, théefore, an individual’s self-value
cannot be taken in isolation from the value Tt contributes to oshers and to
the whole. The notion that “everything has some value for itself, for others,
and for the whole” not only characterizes “the very meaning of actuality,”
but it is by reason of this fact that “the condéption of morality arises.””
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1] be very important in chapter three when we relate Whitehead’s
ctive criadic_theo .Of value and to Rolston’s environmental ethics.)
ested by the earlier passage about insects and the Parthenon, in
inction o the long-held conception of ethics as being limited
an relationships (or perhaps between sentient animals as with
Whitchead affirms a_conception—of morality that excludes.
. < scope. In a universe in which every individual is intrinsi-

thing can _be wholly excluded from moral concern, Every
moral or immoral. Given this triadic conceptiofi of

m—

ontradESt
4 intechum

o the importal.lt question is not whether others have intrinsic value,
but whether the -intrinsm value of oneself, of others, and of the whole is
; W a{vprecmtecﬁ anfi lzﬁi_rmgé. In this way we arrive at a sense of how
broadly Whitehead concetves of the scope of ethics. As Whitehead conceives
of it, the ideal of morality is to maximize or perfect the importance and
\}alue experience for the self, for others, and for the whole.

The novel nature of Whitehead’s triadic axiology becomes apparent by
hn O’Neill’s taxonomy of intrinsic value, according to which
there are three different conceptions qf intrinsic value: (1) noninstrumental
value, (2) nonrelational value, or (3) objective value; each is delineated with
, corresponding subscript. Into which of these categories does Whitehead’s
conception of value fall?

O'Neill defines intrinsic value, as “a synonym for non-instrumental
value. An object has instrumental value insofar as it is a means to some
other end. An object has intrinsic value if it is an end in itself. Intrinsic
goods are goods that other goods are good for the sake of.”>! On the one
hand, we mi Whitehead embraces intrinsic valus Every achievemen
of reality is indeed an end in itself an thereby has value for itself. Yet, w
must recall that, according to his relational event ontology, to be an “indi
vidual” is to be in constitutive interdependence with every other event i
the cosmos. (See chapter six for a more complete discussion of Whiteheads
distinct conception of individuality and its significance for environmental
ethics.) Thus, for Whitehead, to have value for oneself necessarily means
-We for subsequent occasions; to be an end is at once to be
2 means. To become is to_have value fi self, which entails b coming

a valte for others awﬁus, for Whitehead, nothing has

N
NONINSt intrinsi
.Witlinental value or intrinsic value,. N0 e

What abott-imtrinsie—valres;according to which “intrinsic value is
used to refer to the value an object has solely in virtue of its ‘intrinsic
properties’ ”?32 As O’Neill explains, intrinsic value, is based on G. E. Moores

relating jtto Jo
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view that “intrinsic properties” are those a thinlg possesses ir} total jg atiq

from other beings or “solely on their non-relational prOPertlef-”33 It shoulz
biérclear thar, adtordifiy to;the erlyitonmental et hysics being defendeg
there are no purely nonrelational properties. -Therc Is N0 such ™ 0}
existence; every entity is only to be understood in terms of the way in Whig
it is interwoven with the rest of the Universe.”* If Whitehead g right 4}, i
the fundamentally interrelational structure of reality, nothing hag intring
value,. (See chapter seven for an extended dlSCLlS.Slon of the relationgp;
both biographical and philosophical, between Whitehead and Moore,)

That leaves us with intrinsic value, which, O’Neill explains, “js used a5,
synonym for ‘objective value’ i.e., value that an object possesses irldf:pendemly
of the valuations of valuers.”? While O’Neill goes on to elaborate severs]
subvarieties of this third notion of intrinsic value based on different Senseg
of “independent,” these nuances will not be required to dispatch witl, this
third variety. As with intrinsic value,, intrinsic value, finds no home within
an organicist environmental metaphysics. As we will see in chapter three
when we consider the protracted debate over value between Callicott ang
Rolston, if we join Whitehead in rejecting the metaphysical bifurcation of
subject and object and affirm that every achievement of reality is at once a
subject and an object—or, in Whitehead’s technjcal terms, a subject-super-
ject—we see that every entity is a subject (valuer) with value for itself that
becomes an object (value) for others. As Whitehead puts it, “Everything
has some value for itself, for others, and for the whole. This characterizes
the meaning of actuality.” Tt would seem that, grounded in a relational,
organicist metaphysics of value as defended here, we have something truly
distinctive: intrinsic value,.

This affirmation of the centrality of intrinsic value puts the current
volume squarely at odds with environmental pragmatists”’ who have been
calling on environmental philosophers to, as Anthony Weston puts it, “aban-
don the old preoccupation with intrinsic value entirely.”’8 In chapter eight I
will consider in detail environmental pragmatism and its relationship to the
present volume. Here I consider the environmental pragmatists’ rejection of
intrinsic value. Katie McShane provides a helpful threefold categorization
of environmental pragmatists’ attacks on intrinsic valye: ‘

1. Morito and Weston: “the notion that things can possess
intrinsic value independently of relations they have to other
things suggest a peculiarly atomistic picture of the world.”
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2. Norton: “believing in intrinsjc value would ¢,

_ mmit us to 4
metaphysically elaborate (and therefore dubioys) picture of
the WOl'ld.”‘m
3. Light and Norton: “intrinsic valye claims seem to b
¥ » JEX ¢
unnecessary.” !

Let’s consider each of these three Positions in tyrp.

The first attack on intrinsic value, defended by Morito and Weston
>

nce of G, E. Moore, whose

considering “what things are such that
rotal isolation, we should yet judge the
and Weston are right to worry that a Moorean view of intrinsic
built on latent metaphysical assumptions ang that the
implies an atomistic conception of reality that is at odds with the relational
worldview revealed by physics, chemistry, biology, and ecology.

However, this first attack on intrinsic valye
the present organicist environmental metaphysics as it is premised on a rela-
tional worldview that explicitly rejects the idea of “independent existence”
and affirms a fully and totally relational mode] of intrinsic value such that

to be is to have value for oneself, for others, and for the whole. Thus, I
am in complete agreement with McShane:

, i they existed by themselyes,

in
I existence to be good”2

value is
“isolation method”

bears no relationship to

Once we give up the idea that believing in intrinsic value means
holding some sort of hyper-atomistic picture of the world on
which the only thing that matters for purposes of ethics is what
each individual thing is like in its own right, there is less reason
to be disturbed by the claim that our deeply interconnected world
contains things that deserve to be intrinsically valued. Nothing
in our world exists in isolation and there is no reason that we

should want to think of things just as isolated individuals for
m?ot ethics.™
S

e ———

There is no reason to attach ontological independence to the concept of

Intrinsic value as the Moorean tradition suggests.
On its face,

it would seem that Bryan Norton’s attack on intrinsic value
strikes at the hea

rt of the present project, for it is most certainly the case
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t volume can rightly be seen as a “m.etaphy'sica'lly elaborate”
that the prcj:sen_ ic value. However, Norton is not just rejecting the valye
defense of u.url?slcenviro'ﬂmental ethics, though he is surely doing thy, e
P Oreciﬁcally the view that intrinsic value can exist “prior ¢
::g;a:uc:o?cz;zglization, prior to any worldview.”** As McShane explaing,

The main target of this criticism seems to be the view's Of.H(-)lmes
Rolston, III, who claims that for nature to be mtrmsxcatlly
valuable it has to be the case that the property of v.alue, which
is a natural property just as being made of carbon is 2 natural
property, exists in the world indepenc'lently of the existence of
any conscious minds. On Rolston’s view, the world .hac-i value
in it before we came along, and it will have value in it long

after we are gone.”

This is a serious concern not only for Rolston, but also for the present
volume. A complete answer to Norton’s challenge requires the analyses in
chapters three (where I consider Rolston’s axiology) and seven (where ]
address Moore and the naturalistic fallacy). For now, it will be sufficient
to mention that one of the benefits of grounding environmental ethics in
general and one’s theory of value in particular in an organicist metaphysics
such as that defended by Whitehead is that one has the means by which
to overcome the substance-property metaphysics and subject-predicate logic
it spawned. By recognizing that reality is ultimately a dynamic, ongoing
process of achievement, ceaselessly moving from subjective determination
to objective determination, it is possible to avoid entirely the idea that
there are substances with “natural properties.” If intrinsic properties refer to
properties that are distinct from human or other perceivers, then of course
there are a great many such properties. However, if “intrinsic property”
means properties that are completely independent, then the philosophy
of organism disputes that any such category of reality exists. There is no
independence of existencel

Again, we find that this second critique of intrinsic value is itself
predicated on a latent and mistaken metaphysics. That value s merely an
anthropogenic projection onto an otherwise valueless material world is itself
only defensible based on a Humean materialism in which all moorings between
ontology and axiology have been cast off However, once one recognizes
that the modern conception of vacuous actuality—of matter that is inert,
passive, valueless stuff—we cap also recognize that to come into existence is






