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            Editor’s preface
   

         

         Whitehead presented these three lectures at Princeton University in 1929. Although 85 years have passed, his central thesis and his analysis remain remarkably current. The scientific materialism that Whitehead opposes with such vigor continues to dominate in academic circles, and even now those who question that worldview are often accused of being anti-scientific. This is especially true in discussions of the nature of the human mind and its relation to the body (particularly the brain).

         It is hard to find a contemporary thinker with a better perspective on the nature and role of natural science than Whitehead who, with Bertrand Russell, published the PrincipiaMathematica in 1910; who taught logic and mathematics at Trinity College of Cambridge University; who taught philosophy of science at University College London—with special emphasis on the conceptual impact of contemporary physics; and who was professor of philosophy at Harvard University. Whitehead’s cosmology is far from anti-scientific, but he does explain why scientific method and technological practice alone are not able to provide a comprehensive understanding of the full range of human thought and experience.

         The Function of Reason was out of print for many years, so it has not contributed to this vital discussion at it should. For that reason we are publishing it not only as a text but also as an audio performance.

         The content of these lectures is unabridged, although we have made a few changes in the language to facilitate oral presentation and to conform to contemporary usage (especially by avoiding the kind of sexist language that prevailed in the early decades of the 20th
       century).

      

   


   
      
         
            Whitehead’s introduction and summary
   

         

         History discloses two main tendencies in the course of events. One tendency is exemplified in the slow decay of physical nature. With stealthy inevitability there is a degradation of energy. The sources of activity sink downward and downward. Their very matter wastes. The other tendency is exemplified by the yearly renewal of nature in the spring, and by the upward course of biological evolution. In these lectures I consider reason in its relation to those contrasted aspects of history. Reason is the self-discipline of the originative element in history. Apart of the operations of reason, this element is anarchic.

      

   


   
      
         
            Lecture one
   

         

         The topic I am considering—the function of reason—is one of the oldest topics for philosophical consideration. What is the function of reason amid the welter of our mental experiences, amid our intuitions, our emotions, our purposes, and our decisions of emphasis? In order to answer such a question, we have to consider the nature of reason, its essence. Of course this is a hackneyed theme. Its discussion stretches back to the very beginnings of philosophic thought. But it is the business of philosophers to discuss such fundamental topics, and to set them on the stage illuminated by our modern ways of thinking.

         Various phrases suggest themselves, which recall the special controversies depending on the determination of the true function of reason:
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         Each of these phrases suggests the scope of reason and the limitation of that scope. Also the variety of topics included in them shows that we will not exhaust our subject by the help of a neat little verbal phrase.

         Yet despite this warning to avoid a mere phrase, I will start with a preliminary definition of the function of reason, a definition to be illustrated, distorted, and enlarged as this discussion proceeds.

         The function of reason is to promote the art of life.

         In the interpretation of this definition, I must at once join issue with the evolutionist fallacy suggested by the phrase “the survival of the fittest.” The fallacy does not consist in believing that in the struggle for existence the fittest survive to eliminate the less fit. The fact is obvious and stares us in the face. The fallacy is the belief that fitness for survival is identical with the best exemplification of the art of life.

         In fact, life itself is comparatively deficient in survival value. The art of persistence is to be dead. Only inorganic things persist for great lengths of time. A rock survives for eight hundred million years, whereas the limit for a tree is about a thousand years; for a human being or an elephant it is about fifty or a hundred years, for a dog about twelve years, and for an insect about one year. The problem set by the doctrine of evolution is to explain how complex organisms with such deficient survival power ever evolved. They certainly did not appear because they were better at that game than the rocks around them. It may be possible to explain “the origin of species” by the doctrine of the struggle for existence among such organisms. But certainly this struggle throws no light whatever upon the emergence of such a general type of complex organism, with faint survival power. This problem is not to be solved with any dogma that is the product of mere abstract thought elaborating its notions of the fitness of things. The solution requires that thought pay full attention to the empirical evidence—and to the whole of that evidence.

         The range of species of living things is very large. It stretches from humankind throughout all the vertebrates, and the insects, and the barely organized animals that seem like societies of cells, and throughout the varieties of vegetable life, and down to the minutest microscopic forms of life. At the lower end of the scale, it is hazardous to draw any sharp distinction between living things and inorganic matter. There are two ways of surveying this range of species. One way abstracts from time and considers the variety of species as illustrating various levels of life. The other way emphasizes time by considering the genetic relations of the species to one another.

         The latter way embraces the doctrine of evolution and interprets the vanishing of species and of sporadically variant individuals as being due to maladjustment to the environment. This explanation has its measure of truth; it is one of the great generalizations of science. But enthusiasts have so strained its interpretation as to make it explain nothing by reason of the fact that it explains everything. We hardly ever know the definite character of the struggle that occasioned the disappearance. The phrase is like the liturgical refrain of a litany, chanted over the fossils of vanished species. If the mere fact of dying out is sufficient proof of maladjustment to the environment, the explanation is reduced to a tautology. The importance of the doctrine of the struggle for existence depends on the assumption that living beings reproduce themselves in sufficient numbers of healthy offspring and that adaptation to the environment is therefore the only decisive factor. This double assumption of being prolific and of being healthy is not always true in particular instances. There are limitations to the doctrine of Malthus.

         But there is another factor in evolution that is not in the least explained by the doctrine of the survival of the fittest. Why has the trend of evolution been upwards? The fact that organic species have been produced from inorganic distributions of matter and the fact that in the lapse of time organic species of higher and higher types have evolved are not in the least explained by any doctrine of adaptation to the environment, or of struggle.

         In fact, the upward trend has been accompanied by growth of the converse relation. Animals have progressively undertaken the task of adapting the environment to themselves. They have built nests and social dwelling places of great complexity; beavers have cut down trees and dammed rivers; insects have elaborated a high community life with a variety of reactions upon the environment.

         Even the more intimate actions of animals are activities modifying the environment. The simplest living things let their food swim into them. The higher animals chase their food, catch it, and masticate it. In so acting, they are transforming the environment for their own purposes. Some animals dig for their food, others stalk their prey. Of course all these operations are meant by the common doctrine of adaptation to the environment. But they are very inadequately expressed by that statement, and the real facts easily drop out of sight under cover of that statement. The higher forms of life are actively engaged in modifying their environment. In the case of humankind, this active attack on the environment is the most prominent fact in its existence.

         I now state the thesis that the explanation of this active attack on the environment is a three-fold urge: (1) to live, (2) to live well, and (3) to live better. In fact, the art of life is first to be alive, second to be alive in a satisfactory way, and third to acquire an increase in satisfaction. It is at this point of our argument that we have to recur to the function of reason, namely the promotion of the art of life. The primary function of reason is the direction of the attack on the environment.

         This conclusion amounts to the thesis that reason is a factor in experience that directs and criticizes the urge towards the attainment of an end realized in imagination but not in fact.

         From the point of view of prevalent physiological doctrine this thesis is complete heresy. To the older discussions mentioned earlier—faith and reason, reason and authority, and so on—I should have added one other, physiology and final causation. When we have added that item, we have placed the discussion of reason in its modern setting.

         In fact, we have now before us the two contrasted ways of considering reason. We can think of it as one among the operations involved in the existence of an animal body, and we can think of it in abstraction from any particular animal operations. In this latter mode of consideration, reason is the operation of theoretical realization. In theoretical realization the universe, or at least factors in it, are understood in their character of exemplifying a theoretical system. Reason realizes the possibility of some complex form of definiteness and concurrently understands the world as, in one of its factors, exemplifying that form of definiteness.

         The older controversies have mainly to do with this latter mode of considering reason. For them, reason is the godlike faculty that surveys, judges, and understands. In the newer controversy, reason is one of the items of operation implicated in the welter of the process. It is obvious that the two points of view must be brought together if the theoretical reason is to be satisfied concerning its own status. But much confusion is occasioned by inconsistently wavering between the two standpoints without any coordination of them. There is reason asserting itself as above the world, and there is reason as one of many factors within the world. The Greeks have bequeathed to us two figures whose real or mythical lives conform to these two notions—Plato and Ulysses. The one shares reason with the gods; the other shares it with the foxes.

         We can combine the discussion of these two aspects of reason by considering the relevance of the notion of final causation to the behavior of animal bodies. We shall then see how the theoretical and practical reason in fact operate in the minds of human beings.

         Those physiologists who voice the common opinion of their laboratories tell us with practical unanimity that no consideration of final causes should be allowed to intrude into the science of physiology. In this respect physiologists are at one with Francis Bacon, at the beginning of the scientific epoch, and also with the practice of all the natural sciences.

         In this rejection of final causes the testimony seems overwhelming, until we remember that it is testimony of exactly the same force and character as that which led the educated section of the classical world to reject the Christian outlook and as that which led the scholastic world to reject the novel scientific outlook of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. We have to remember the two aspects of reason, the reason of Plato and the reason of Ulysses, reason as seeking complete understanding and reason as seeking an immediate method of action.

         As a question of scientific methodology there can be no doubt that the scientists have been right. But we have to discriminate between the weight to be given to scientific opinion in selectiing its methods and its trustworthiness in formulating judgments of the understanding. The slightest scrutiny of the history of natural science shows that current scientific opinion is nearly infallible in selecting methods but is invariably wrong in formulating judgments of the understanding. The people with a method good for purposes of their dominant interests are pathological cases in respect to their wider judgment about the coordination of this method with a more complete experience. Priests and scientists, statesmen and business people, and philosophers and mathematicians are all alike in this respect. We all start by being empiricists. But our empiricism is confined within our immediate interests. The more clearly we grasp the intellectual analysis of a way regulating procedure for the sake of those interests, the more decidedly we reject the inclusion of evidence that refuses to be immediately harmonized with the method before us. Some of the major disasters of humankind have been produced by the narrowness of people with a good methodology. Ulysses has no use for Plato, and the bones of his companions are strewn on many a reef and many an isle.
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