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THE many comments on good and evil found in the writings of
A. N. Whitehead are exhibited in his mind against the two categories
of positive and negative value. His concern in value-considerations is
with the "trinity" of truth, beauty and goodness on the one hand,
and with falsehood, ugliness and evil on the other.1 For him, "value"
is a word employed for "the intrinsic reality of an event"* and very
frequently in his treatment of the value-theme he uses the term
"importance" as having equivalence to "value."3

Reality for him consists of a systematized accumulation of what he
designates as "actual entities," or "actual occasions," which, he
states, are "the final real things of which the world is made up."4
An actual entity corresponds to a "subject" or "self," which is so
constituted as to be able to express the data-products of other actual
entities.5 For the purposes of this paper it will be necessary to con-
sider what Whitehead describes as "eternal objects," or general
possibilities, since these categories have an integral relationship to
good and evil in his philosophical system.

An "eternal object" is denned as "any entity whose conceptual
recognition does not involve a necessary reference to any definite
actual entities of the temporal world."6 One of their most important
properties is the relational essence which they exhibit, and an eternal
object can never properly be considered apart from its relations to
other eternal objects. Such an object would be "redness," "man,"
"good" as simple quantities, whilst a complex eternal object would
exhibit simple eternal objects in specific relations, or in his own words
it would be a "definite finite relationship involving the definite
eternal objects of a limited set of such objects."7 Now these eternal
objects exercise an important influence over actual entities in the
sense that they act as guiding ideals which very generally direct the
process of experience of an actual entity, but this happens only
because an actual entity uses them for that specific purpose. For
example, they govern the consideration and absorption of a datum
(positive prehension), within the experience of an actual occasion, or
its examination and rejection (negative prehension), and so assist
the actual entity to realize the ideal concept (or eternal object) within

1 Adventures of Ideas (1933), p . 11.
» Science and the Modern World (1929), p . 136.
J Aims of Education (1929), p . 63. 4 Process and Reality (1929), p . 27.
5 Cf. Ibid., pp. 337 ff. « Ibid., p . 70.
1 Science and the Modern World, p . 239.
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its experience. So then every actual entity can be regarded as
exhibiting value, whether positive or negative, although it may only
have a potential form until the abstract eternal object is realized as
constituting actual values for it. But this fruition of value rests upon
the comprehensive operation of what Whitehead calls the subjective
aim1 of an actual entity (i.e., the guidance by the ideal or eternal
object), and not only on one phase of that activity.

We can now examine the relation of the human mind, which in
itself is a society of actual entities, to the existence and recognition
of eternal objects. Whitehead claims that the mind is so constituted
as to be able to realize conceptually certain abstract categories which
upon subsequent and more detailed examination prove to be con-
sistent with their preconceived attributes. "The human intelligence
can conceive of a type of things in abstraction from exemplification.
The most obvious disclosures of this characteristic of humanity are
mathematical concepts and ideals of the Good."* Good can be
claimed as realized within experience when an actual entity succeeds
in exemplifying the eternal object "good." Just how completely or
appositely such a realization is likely to be effected is a matter upon
which Whitehead finds it difficult to be specific. Probably he would
maintain that absolute exemplification does not fall within the
common run of experience of actual entities.

Having indicated the ability of the human mind to conceive such
abstract quantities as the "good," Whitehead then proceeds to
describe the manner in which the eternal object "good" is in fact
achieved. In this process the element of pattern plays an important
part. This is not of a purely mechanical or functional order, but
seems to reflect the mathematical background of the philosopher,
and his desire to stress the fact of order and harmony in the general
concept. This incidence of pattern is a necessary prerequisite for the
attaining of the "good," though the pattern itself is a neutral specifi-
cant, or in his own words, "in itself a pattern is neither good nor
bad."3 Uniformity is not necessarily characteristic of such a state of
affairs, for the existence of an element diverse from that of the "good"
may be integral to the nature of the eternal object. As with the
eternal object "beauty," which may exhibit certain necessary
characters of discord,* so "good" as an analogous category may like-
wise contain certain disorder, and even an actual quantity of evil.
Whilst the "right chaos and the right vagueness are jointly required
for any effective harmony," yet "chaos is not to be identified with
evil."5 The conditions which Whitehead maintains as necessary for

1 Vide Process and Reality, pp. 37 f.
* Mathematics and the Good. (The Philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead.

Ed. Schilpp.), pp. 672 f. 3 Ibid., p. 679.
4 Adventures of Ideas, p. 3. 5 Process and Reality, p. 171.
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Good to be realized are the "infusion of pattern into natural occur-
rences, and the stability of such patterns, and the modification of
such patterns."1 Unfortunately he does not deal with the specific
varieties of patterns, but merely assumes that they exist, and pre-
sumably that changes or rearrangements of pattern will in some way
exemplify the eternal object "good." From the standpoint of
humanity, the capacity of the mind is apparently such that the
individual concerned is able to prehend positively those particular
patterns which will assist in the ultimate exemplification of the
eternal object "good."

Professor Whitehead cautions us against a facile acceptance of the
idea that the "good" is a "stationary" concept. Though the eternal
object "good" is unchanging, particular situations may exemplify it
at one time and not at another, and it must also be borne in mind
that new exemplifications are constantly occurring. It must be noted
that his whole philosophy of "novelty" and "adventure" has always
in view the distinctively progressive element, for without it "life
degenerates when enclosed within the shackles of mere confor-
mation."* In his book Religion in the Making, he vigorously attacks
the concept of static goodness, with all that it implies in the way of
smugness and self-satisfaction. "Good people of narrow sympathies
are apt to be unfeeling and unprogressive, enjoying their egotistical
goodness . . . they have reached a state of stable goodness so far as
their interior life is concerned. This type of moral correctitude is, on
a larger view, so like evil that the distinction is trivial."3 The close
connection between good and evil which is possible, as evidenced in
the foregoing quotation, may lead us to examine their relationship
somewhat more closely, and also the general nature of evil itself.
We have already been prepared for considerable intimacy of relation
by Whitehead's assertion that evil—or in a reduced form, disorder,
which he associated with the "Bad"«—may be an integral part of the
eternal object "good." It would appear that in his philosophical
thought, goodness and badness have a fundamental bearing on the
structure of the cosmos. "Specific goods and specific evils may fade
from experience, but goodness and badness are inescapable elements
in all experience."5

With regard to the nature of evil, Whitehead makes a careful
analysis of the situation which culminates in the enumeration of
several distinct types. We have already noticed the "evil of trivi-
ality"6 which exhibits evil as the "half-way house between perfection
and triviality"? itself. Where patterns block each other there is the

» Mathematics and the Good, p. 678. « Modes of Thought (1938), p. 109.
3 Ibid., p. 98. 4 Ibid., p . 108.
5 A. H. Johnson, Philosophy of Science, I I , No. 1 (1944), p . 23.
6 Mathematics and the Good, p . 679. 7 Adventure of Ideas, p . 355.
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"intrinsic evil of active deprivation" in the experience of an actual
entity, and this evil may be subdivided into three types: "a concept
may conflict with a reality, or two realities may conflict, or two
concepts may conflict."1 Further, there is the more obvious variety
of evil with which we are familiar as the "brute motive force of
fragmentary purpose, disregarding the eternal wisdom. Evil is over-
ruling, retarding, hurting."1

Where the pattern of evil exemplifies its nature as a norm, it has
the character of a "good," judged by its own standards. Beyond this
it becomes an evil to itself, as well as to things outside itself, and
thus contains the elements of its own destruction. For this reason
Whitehead insists that the nature of evil is one of essential insta-
bility.3 Regarding pain and suffering, he maintains that its activity
can produce a state of mind which will not merely transcend it, but
ignore its functioning altogether.

The relationship of God to good and evil may merit brief con-
sideration at this juncture. The relation of God to "eternal objects"
is one of considerable complexity. His "primordial nature," which is
comprised of various conceptual prehensions, is expressed in the
principle of concretion, whereby God arranges the eternal objects
and makes them available for prehension by actual entities.4 This
function on the part of God is what Whitehead calls the "ultimate
irrationality," a basic fact of the universe which must be accepted
unquestioningly. His "consequent nature" or the "physical pre-
hension by God of the actualities of the evolving universe" implies
that God may be developing continually by virtue of His imbibing
some of the many experiences of the actual entities. Within this area
may be seen the place of evil in the Divine nature, and Whitehead
states explicitly that evil does in fact have a definite place within the
experience of God, albeit speaking of the "overcoming of evil by
good" and "the transmutation of evil into good"5 in the sense of
contributing to good. This shows the subordinate position of evil to
good in the nature of God.

Thus his formulation of the matter is as follows. "God has in his
nature the knowledge of evil, of pain, and of degradation, but it is
there as overcome with what is good. Every fact is what it is, a fact
of pleasure, of joy, of pain or of suffering. In its union with God that
fact is not a total loss, but on its finer side is an element to be woven
immortally into the rhythm of mortal things. Its very evil becomes
a stepping-stone in the all-embracing ideals of God."6

1 Immortality (Whitehead in Schilpp. ed.), pp. 686 f.
* Science and the Modern World, p. 276.
J Cf. Religion in the Making, pp. 97 f.
• Process and Reality, p. 134 passim.
5 Religion in the Making, p. 155. 6 Ibid., p. 156.
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The position which Whitehead adopts on this question of good and
evil calls for some discussion. In the first place, it is not at all clear
as to what he understands by the use of the term "good." It is clearly
an eternal object, but are we to infer from this that it has a nature
uniform with others of its kind, and in any case, what is the special
characteristic which may be taken as distinguishing it, and making it
recognizable and desirable for what it is? We are assured that the
good arises as the result of patterns which exhibit variations. But
how, we may ask, do these patterns arise, and how do they fall
within the discernment of actual entities? To imply that the type of
pattern which brings the achievement of goodness within reach is the
variety which exemplifies the eternal object "good" tells us very little
about the specific breakdown of the pattern, and comes dangerously
near a tautology. Is it necessary, we may ask, that the good should
exhibit pattern ? May it not rather be found in a "simple" or "naive"
form, without reference to functional arrangement? Whitehead does
not offer any cogent proof of his assertion, and so it must remain an
open question for the present. Nor does he seem to take adequate
cognizance of the possibility of degrees or grades of goodness, and this
is rather important in view of the fact that he waxes wroth on
"static goodness." Is goodness for him a concept which is appre-
hended in totality and final form as a result of prehension by an
actual entity, or is the experience gradual and sustained as a result
of continuation ? If God is capable of developing by prehension, then
perhaps the same may be said of "good" also.

Whitehead claims that exactness of achievement of the "good" is
impossible at the present, but since he does no more than generalize
upon the conditions which might be regarded as ideal for its fruition,
one is left wondering whether such a realization can ever become
part of the experience of an actual entity. Until positive variations
and pattern-forms are specified, instead of the vague references to
"modification" and "stability," his treatment of the situation leading
to the actualization of the "good" can have little concrete meaning.
But perhaps we ought not to expect too much in view of the fact that
his method of investigation as a whole consists in a generalized
description of what he has found to be the case from experience.1

Again, is it not a rather gratuitous assumption on the part of
Whitehead that the human intelligence is so constituted that it is
able to conceive abstractly certain types of eternal objects? For the
majority of people the cognizance of such things as good and evil, to
limit our choice to the considerations of this paper, are elements
which the intelligence lays hold on through personal experience, with
its corresponding rewards and chastisements, and are seldom con-
ceptualized in abstract form. We may, further, "feel in our bones"

1 Process and Reality, pp. 19 ff.
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that an ideal of goodness exists, and we may even align that ideal to
the concept of "God"—though Whitehead probably would not—but
its experience in the living of most people is of a very rudimentary
order, and is never actualized either by mystic or by naturalist. Our
concepts of "good" and "evil" are acquired against the background
of society, for without this factor they would be powerless. So
these eternal objects appear to us largely as the result of our social
training, and less as the fruit of abstract contemplation by human
intelligence.

Whitehead apparently attributes a complex nature to "good"
when he speaks of it exhibiting elements of disorder and even evil.
This is at once an interesting and involved speculation. He does not
explain the proportion of evil which may be compatible with the
good, in that eternal object, nor does he show the manner in which
evil arrives in the pattern as a whole. This leads to another important
question. If "evil" is a recognized part of the eternal object "good,"
can the reverse situation be maintained? If this is possible—and
Whitehead's system appears to leave room for such a contingency—
then the terms "good" and "evil," along with many others, are
merely relative in their description of eternal objects, and tell us
nothing of significance about the nature, and especially the consti-
tution of the categories under consideration. Thus, as ideals for the
guidance of actual entities, they are apt to become somewhat con-
fusing on examination, to say the least of it. One rather feels that
there lurks in the remote background of Whitehead's mind something
of the spirit of Heraclitus—and Hegel—as exemplified in the "law
of complementary opposition" or the "cosmic tensions" of which he
wrote.

It would appear, then, that the recognition of the eternal objects
"good" and "evil" for what they are as patterns of functioning is by
no means as easy a matter as might appear at first sight. In fact, one
can hardly help wondering as to exactly how far an actual entity has
any real cognizance of their nature as it actually is. The possibility
then arises of one pattern being exemplified in experience in mistake
for the other. This is by no means a remote possibility, since "evil"
exhibits its own harmony and pattern just as "good" does. Presum-
ably the only certain way of apprehension is by means of "intuition,"
which itself would, in certain philosophical quarters, be construed as
an appeal to ignorance.

One must comment favourably upon the discernment which
Professor Whitehead evidences in his remarks on the place of evil in
the nature of God. The reality of evil is, of course, fully recognized,
but Whitehead is careful not to overstate its importance, or unduly
exalt its position in the scheme of things. It is a part of the cosmic
pattern, not the whole of it, and whilst its experience is credited, it is
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thought of as operative in a subordinate capacity, and as integrated
to the formulation of ultimate harmony, to which it is a contributing
and necessary factor. Whitehead's entire analysis of the eternal
object "evil" is very penetrating and satisfactory, and it is unfor-
tunate that, to the present writer, the same clarity of exposition has
not been applied to a description of the eternal object "good."
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