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Abstract. By understanding metaphysics as historically embedded and 
situated practice, Whitehead rejects its classical claims to ultimate groundings, 
certainty and universal truth. More so, for Whitehead, in light of various 
difficulties, any foundationalist claim is a display of philosophical naiveté. For 
Whitehead, metaphysics can only ever offer a provisional conceptual framework 
and must be understood as an infinite, indeed adventurous endeavor. 
Metaphysical principles can never be more than propositions, in fact metaphors 
that require constant review, revision or even rejection. This notion of 
metaphysics as fallible marks Whitehead‟s defeat of the “god trick” of Modern 
schemes of thought, “a conquering gaze from nowhere”1. And this fallibilismis 
also why, for Whitehead, the relevance of a proposition, its ability to produce 
“consequential meanings”2 or “important knowledge”3 for a specific context, is 
ultimately more important than its logical value. However, and this is all the more 
important to emphasize in times of so-called post-truth politics, Whitehead‟s 
particular pragmatism is by no means a plea for crude relativism. Without 
abandoning the commitment to “faithful accounts of a „real‟ world”4, 
Whitehead‟s own speculative propositions attempt to account for both the 
contingency of all knowledge claims and the pragmatic call “to making a 
difference”5 by widening the scope of experience and thereby luring the world in 
a different, more livable direction. In what follows, I will show the extent to 
which Whitehead‟s notion of metaphysics, theory production and truth can 
indeed, and in many respects, be considered critical posthumanist. To this end, I 
will first set out Whitehead‟s theory of the bifurcation of nature, since it is this 
assessment that leads him not only to construct a different metaphysics, but also 
to propose a different notion of metaphysics. By then clarifying Whitehead‟s 
understanding of the purpose of philosophy and introducing some key ideas of 
his Philosophy of Organism, I will show why and in what way thinking with 
Whitehead and making use of some of his ideas is an asset to critical 
posthumanist theorizing. 
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The Bifurcation of Nature: Presuppositions, Implications and Consequences  

Whitehead‟s metaphysics, as well as his radical revision of the notion of 
metaphysics and speculative thought, are to be read as a response to his interpretation of 
Modern schemes of thought6 which he describes as plagued by a “radical inconsistency”7. 
For Whitehead, this inconsistency is the result of a mishandling of abstractions which has 
haunted Modern thought ever since. According to Whitehead, at the beginning of Modern 
European thought in the 17th century, nature has been split into two incompatible realms 
of reality: Nature designates, on the one hand, the so-called objective nature accessible 
only to the natural sciences – the materialistically conceptualized nature of atoms, 
molecules, cells etc. At the same time, however, nature also denotes what can be 
subjectively perceived and experienced, the appearing nature with its qualities, valuations 
and sensations. For Whitehead, this conceptual division of nature, the distinction of 
primary and secondary qualities, of „first‟ and „second‟ nature, of the material and the 
mental, is due to a fundamental, severe, and illicit incoherence and logical fallacy. His 
expression for this incoherence is “bifurcation of nature” for the question of how to relate 
these two concepts of nature – the „objective‟ and the „subjective‟ nature – remains largely 
unresolved in the philosophical tradition of Western Modernity8. Avoiding this 
inconsistency, sketching a metaphysics beyond the bifurcation of nature, therefore guides 
most of Whitehead‟s philosophical endeavor: “What I am essentially protesting against is 
the bifurcation of nature into two systems of reality.”9 

For Whitehead, this “incoherence”10 is reflected not only in the concept of nature 
itself, but in almost every field of Modern knowledge production: From theories of mind, 
experience or subjectivity to aesthetics, ethics, education, or anthropology. Against this 
background, the bifurcated nature can be understood as a “historical-discursive 
constellation”: In the form of fundamental, mostly implicit conceptual assumptions, it 
forms the “implicit metaphysics of Modernity”11, or, following Fredric Jameson‟s theory 
of the political unconscious12, the unconscious metaphysics of Modernity. As this implicit, 
unconscious metaphysics, the bifurcation of nature fundamentally determines not only the 
conditions and framework of Modern thought, but also its content and form. Whitehead 
therefore calls thinking in the mode of a bifurcated nature the “general form of the forms 
of thought”13 of Modernity. The bifurcation, then, can be considered the Modern 
convention, culture, or habit of thought par excellence. Then and now, as just mentioned, 
bifurcating nature is manifest in almost every field of knowledge production. However, 
the most significant and devastating are its „worldly‟ consequences. For nature, by 
separating its secondary from its primary qualities, is reduced to dead, passive matter, to 
raw material, coming across as “dull affair, soundless, scentless, colourless; merley the 
hurrying of material, endlessly, meaningslessly”14. Within such a framing, nature is not 
only conceived as the completely Other, but also deprived of its qualities and values for its 
own sake. Consequently, it is almost induced to reduce nature to mere commodity and 
exploit it to the utmost. It is against this background that Whitehead‟s philosophical 
endeavors are primarily concerned with practical matters and may therefore be considered 
as “theoretical foundation for a transformative practice”15. In this respect, the same holds 
true for Whitehead as for Haraway: “Queering specific normalized categories [like nature, 
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subjectivity, man etc., my addition] is not for the easy frisson of transgression, but for the 
hope for livable worlds.”16 

Whitehead identifies the systematic yet implicit roots of the bifurcation of nature 
in Aristotelian substance metaphysics, itself the result of the hypostatization and 
universalization of the particular and contingent subject-predicate structure of Western 
natural languages. The resulting equation of the grammatical-logical with the ontological 
leads to conceiving of the logical difference between subject and predicate as a 
fundamental ontological difference between subject and object, thing and property, 
particular and universal. However, Whitehead‟s critique of substance metaphysics is 
directed less against Aristotle himself than against the reception and ill-considered 
adoption of substance metaphysics in Modern philosophy and science. Historically, 
Whitehead sees the bifurcation sealed with the triumph of Newtonian physics, within 
which the materialistic understanding of matter was universalized and seen as an adequate 
description of nature as a whole. Scientific materialism thus became the guiding principle 
and implicit assumption of the Modern conception of nature altogether: 
One such assumption underlies the whole philosophy of nature during the modern period. 
It is embodied in the conception which is supposed to express the most concrete aspect 
of nature. [...] The answer is couched in terms of stuff, or matter, or material [...] which 
has the property of simple location in space and time [...].17 
The misconception of matter as “simply-located”18 is again due to the presupposition of 
the substance-quality scheme which Whitehead criticizes as an ill-considered abstraction. 
The idea of a simple location implies that matter passively conforms to the Newtonian 
laws, which according to Whitehead is not only refuted by Modern physics itself, from 
thermodynamics to the theory of relativity and quantum physics19, but abstracts from the 
complex and manifold relations and the becoming of entities20: “We find ourselves in a 
buzzing world, amid a democracy of fellow creatures; whereas, under some disguise or 
other, orthodox philosophy [and science, I.S.] can only introduce us to solitary substances 
[...].”21 Against the ontology of enduring things, Whitehead constructs a metaphysics in 
which everything that exists becomes. He therefore puts dynamic processes rather than static 
things at the core of his metaphysical inquiry. Being, for him, is relational becoming and 
hence the world a performative web of processes of relating. Entities, in this manner, 
don‟t precede their relations or, to use Whitehead‟s term, their „prehensions‟, but emerge in 
a complex process of formation through and from their “intra-actions”, as Karen Barad 
puts it22. For Whitehead then, the „fundamental particles‟, which he names „actual entities‟ 
or „actual occasions‟, are to be understood as events and processes, as occurrences rather 
than as continuous things.23 In other words, for Whitehead, as for Haraway,  
„[r]eality is an active verb, and the nouns all seem to be gerunds with more appendages 
than an octopus. Through their reaching into each other, through their ‚prehensions‟ or 
graspings, beings constitute each other and themselves. Beings do not preexist their 
relatings. ‚Prehensions‟ have consequences. The world is a knot in motion.”24 

However, Whitehead‟s rejection of the mechanistic conception of matter is not 
only due to the immanent development of the physics of his time and due to a logical 
fallacy. The most problematic aspect for him is how the Newtonian understanding of 
matter is assessed, namely the universalization of the materialistic notion of nature, 
occurring in the course of its triumph within physics and its transference to (de facto) all 
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other regions of experience. From a philosophical point of view, however, this 
universalization is untenable, since its basis in experience is so limited within Newtonian 
physics that it cannot still claim validity outside its narrow scope. For thereby Newton‟s 
matter-particles are not conceived as what they are, namely as a result of an abstraction,25 
but as the most concrete components of nature itself, as concrete reality. Whitehead, on 
the other hand, tirelessly reiterates that the materialistic understanding of nature presents 
an abstraction that can only be claimed for a certain segment, namely that of solid bodies 
or inanimate nature in the Newtonian sense. He calls this mistake of considering an 
abstraction as (a matter of) concrete experience the “„Fallacy of Misplaced 
Concreteness‟”26. This logical fallacy poses a far reaching and serious problem, for it 
eliminates important fields of experience from the metaphysical context by simply 
“explaining them away” by considering everything that can‟t be explained in mathematical 
and mechanistic terms as being localized in the (human) mind alone. As a consequence, 
they are deprived of „reality‟ and value. Yet on the other hand, Whitehead insists that 
“[p]hilosophy can exclude nothing”27, or else it has failed and is useless: “Philosophy 
destroys its usefulness when it indulges in brilliant feats of explaining away.”28 By 
explaining things away the bifurcation of primary and secondary qualities, mind and 
matter, nature and culture, subject and object, knower and known, words and world, 
human and non-human is reinstalled over and over again. Whitehead‟s „protest‟ against the 
bifurcating nature is thus based on an empiricist argument, for experience is simply 
misconceived within bifurcation-theories, simply excluding essential fields of experience, 
based on a logical fallacy; but it is equally based on ethical and political considerations, to 
the extent that scientific materialism, with its notion of „mere‟, worthless matter, informs 
the mentality and culture of Modernity across the board, and thus reaching far beyond the 
scope of the sciences.29 In other words, Whitehead problematizes the materialistic notion 
of matter for it is based on the unacknowledged metaphysics and anthropocentrism of the 
bifurcation of nature.  

Since, for Whitehead, the bifurcated nature is responsible for maintaining the 
infinite number of hierarchical dualisms and their „worldly‟ consequences, “what 
philosophy stands in need of is a conceptual revolution”30. Such a revolution would not 
only enable us to radically reconceptualize the relationship between subject and object, 
knower and known, concepts and world, but above all to build „livable worlds‟. 
 
The Purpose of Philosophy or The Critic of Abstractions 

Whitehead‟s thinking is specifically directed towards philosophy within the 
discursive frame of the bifurcation, which describes the historical condition of Modern 
thought and, as the „implicit metaphysics of Modernity‟, shapes conventions of thought 
and prescribes basic assumptions. His engagement with the canon of Modern philosophy 
takes place in the context of his theory of bifurcation, and against this background, as he 
argues in Science and the Modern World (1925), it even marks the “ruin” of philosophy. 
According to Whitehead, the problem of the bifurcation is specifically one that belongs to 
the realm of philosophy. For criticizing abstractions and generalizations such as those 
inherent to the bifurcation is one of the special competences and primary tasks of 
philosophy as a discipline and intellectual tradition: 
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You cannot think without abstractions; accordingly, it is of the utmost 
importance to be vigilant in critically revising your modes of abstraction. 
It is here that philosophy finds its niche as essential to the healthy 
progress of society; It is the critic of abstractions. A civilisation which 
cannot burst through its current abstractions is doomed to sterility after 
a very limited period of progress. An active school of philosophy is quite 
as important for the locomotion of ideas, as is an active school of 
railway engineers for the locomotion of fuel.31 
 

For Whitehead, philosophy‟s initial responsibility is to provide a critique of the 
dominant abstractions of a given place and time; therein also lies its meaning and 
relevance for society. Just as a society needs engineers to take on the transportation 
system, a philosophical practice is needed that engages with the abstractions that are 
currently in play – „Philosophy is the criticism of abstractions which govern special modes 
of thought.”32. Striking into this notch, Whitehead deplores the so often misunderstood 
purpose of philosophy: „The explanatory purpose of philosophy is often misunderstood. 
Its business is to explain the emergence of the more abstract things from the more 
concrete things. It is a complete mistake to ask how concrete particular fact can be built 
up out of universals. The answer is, ‚In no way‟. The true philosophic question is, How 
can concrete fact exhibit entities abstract from itself and yet participated in by its own 
nature?”33 Whitehead follows the radical empiricist position of William James when he 
insists that „[p]hilosophy can exclude nothing”34 that is actually experienced. It is thus its 
obligation to critically review the necessary abstractions of the empirical sciences, drawing 
on the richness and diversity of experience – from common sense to artistic, unconscious, 
and spiritual experiences. Along these lines, philosophy examines how abstractions 
correspond to the ever-changing experience, how they are generated, and relates the 
various concepts coming from different fields to each other. Without a critical review, 
these generalizations and relating of concepts coming from different fields take place 
implicitly and unconsciously, which is why the task of philosophy is so crucial: „The 
importance of philosophy lies in its sustained effort to make such [implicit, I.S.] schemes 
[of thought, I.S.] explicit, and thereby capable of criticism and improvement.”35 For 
Whitehead, then, it is less the explicit than the implicit assumptions that most 
fundamentally shape an era‟s way of reasoning. For criticism, therefore, identifying the 
implicit, unquestioned (metaphysical) presuppositions is a priority.36 As such, Whitehead‟s 
thought repeatedly revolves around the implicit presuppositions of Modern thought. Since 
bifurcation, by withholding the process of abstraction, derives from the false handling of 
abstractions, for Whitehead it owes also and above all to the failure of Modern 
philosophy.37 It has not only failed to address the “fallacy of all fallacies”38, the fallacy of 
misplaced concreteness, but has furthermore substantiated and justified this incoherence. 
By retreating to the realm of the mind and the subjective, for which it rightly rejects the 
mechanistic description as inadequate, philosophy at the same time implicitly accepts the 
materialistic account as being adequate for describing nature, cementing the bifurcation of 
reality into two spheres. Thus, scientific materialism remains unquestioned. By indulging 
“in brilliant feats of explaining away”39, Modern philosophy itself falls prey to the fallacy 
of misplaced concreteness over and over again. Philosophy is therefore not only 
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participating in the bifurcation of nature, being fooled by the materialistic worldview itself 
and largely accepting the exclusion of qualities from nature, but at the same time 
substantiates it categorically by retreating into the subjective. Thus, according to 
Whitehead, the bifurcation of nature is a disaster not only with regard to its „worldly 
consequences‟, but, since failing its purpose, also for philosophy. However, it has equally 
failed by dwelling on sterile, isolated details or by obsessing over historical studies. To put 
it bluntly, by being boring and uninspired while creating “a timid, shut in, unenterprising 
state of mind”.40 Philosophers therefore “must learn to be intellectually bold again”41, 
must dare to speculate again. There are two related reasons, then, why Whitehead finds it 
necessary to engage in metaphysics and speculation in the first place: In a pragmatist vein, 
it is on the one hand due to the devastating consequences of the bifurcation of nature, and 
on the other hand, to the fact that philosophy has become largely irrelevant, turning to 
itself and, like the empirical sciences themselves, splitting into more and more highly 
specialized subdisciplines. But he does so not without at the same time radically 
reconceptualizing the notions of metaphysics and speculation. 

 
A Different Metaphysics, A Different Notion of Metaphysics 

Like poststructuralist and critical posthumanist theory42, Whitehead rejects the 
classical claims and notions of metaphysics, linking it to foundation, certainty and 
universal truth. By conceiving of metaphysics as historically embedded and consequently 
situated practice, he argues for a grounding of philosophy in practice and hence for a 
situated, pragmatic metaphysics.43 He sees, however, not only the need for a different 
metaphysics, but also for a different understanding of metaphysics which differs vastly from 
its traditional notion.44 After all, for Whitehead, the traditional claims of metaphysics are a 
display of philosophical naiveté: „In philosophical discussion, the merest hint of dogmatic 
certainty as to finality of statement is an exhibition of folly.”45 For the accomplished 
mathematician Whitehead, who together with his former student co-authored the still 
highly influential three-volume Principia Mathematica(1910–1913) on the foundations of 
mathematics, “[p]hilosophy has been misled by the example of mathematics”46. Contrary 
to mathematics with its deductive and inductive way of reasoning, philosophy should 
never aim for proof: „[...] [I]n philosophical writings proof should be at a minimum. The 
whole effort should be to display the self-evidence of basic truths.”47 Indeed, the desire 
for exactitude in philosophy not only fails the purpose of philosophy (as described above) 
but itself is a delusion. For in light of various difficulties – methodical and practical 
problems with the ‚derivation‟ of first principles, the „elliptical” character of language48 
and the limitations of empirical experience –, only an „asymptotic approach” to 
metaphysical principles is possible: “Philosophers can never hope finally to formulate 
these metaphysical first principles. Weakness of insight and deficiencies of language stand 
in the way inexorably.”49 In other words, speculatively generated, metaphysical premises 
can never be definitively formulated; metaphysics can‟t be brought to an end. Hence, the 
desire to speculate, the „Adventures of Ideas‟, as Whitehead named one of his works, 
should be an essential part of thinking and theorizing. The proximity to Haraway and her 
call to be „inventive‟ when it comes to theoretical construction is evident.50 The limitations 
of metaphysics, however, must not lead to discarding systematicity and method altogether: 
“Speculative boldness must be balanced by complete humility before logic, and before 
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fact. It is a disease of philosophy when it is neither bold nor humble, but merely a 
reflection of the temperamental presuppositions of exceptional personalities.”51 
Speculative thought, therefore, for Whitehead, conjoins with the classical claim to be 
coherent, systematic, and consistent: “Speculative Philosophy can be defined as the 
endeavour to frame a coherent, logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms of 
which every element of our experience can be interpreted. Here ‚interpretation‟ means 
that each element shall have the character of a particular instance of the general 
scheme.”52 Nonetheless, because of the difficulties just mentioned, metaphysical principles 
can never be more than hypotheses, indeed „metaphors‟ – „they remain metaphors mutely 
appealing for an imaginative leap”53. In a pragmatist vein, metaphysical principles are 
legitimate only as long as they are verified within experience. They are huge scientific 
hypotheses that need to be put to the test within experienced reality and the conceptual 
framework over and over again, and, if necessary, be rejected or revised. Speculative 
philosophy, therefore, has to be conducted by the „method of the ‚working hypothesis‟”54 
and metaphysics must not present a final, but a hypothetical conceptual system. As 
speculative assumptions, metaphysical principles and propositions can only be attained at 
the end, they must be the aim and not the premise or starting point of any metaphysical 
inquiry. In the context of such a radical reconceptualization of speculative-metaphysical 
thought, claims to ultimate groundings, truth and certainty can no longer be entertained.55 
For Whitehead, thus, the purpose of philosophical speculation is not, as just mentioned, 
to proof anything, but “to display the self-evidence of basic truths, concerning the nature 
of things and their connection”,56 even though it is ultimately impossible to achieve such a 
goal, alone due to the problems posed by language. Whether a metaphysical premise, a 
theoretical concept, a term, an idea is or will have been able to generate evidence, can 
again only be verified within experience. This causes a further shift in the understanding 
and the status of metaphysical concepts or speculative philosophy: As mentioned in the 
previous section, their purpose and function lie solely in systematically capturing the 
diversity of experiences and relating the different fields of experience to one and 
another.57 As hypotheses, they in turn prescribe the methodological approach and thereby 
serve the purpose of guiding the metaphysical research.58 

With this pragmatic-empiricist claim, according to which the elucidation of 
immediate experience and the relating of the various spheres of experience “is the sole 
justification for any thought”59, another methodological demand is connected: 
Philosophical speculation has to start from experience and return to experience after the 
metaphysical generalization60 „imaginative generalization”. The “true method of 
discovery” of philosophy therefore resembles a trajectory: 

 
The true method of discovery is like the flight of an aeroplane. It starts 

from the ground of particular observation; it makes   a flight in the thin 
air of imaginative generalization; and it again lands for renewed 
observation rendered acute by rational interpretation.61 
 

The possibility that speculative hypotheses may be refuted and therefore abandoned or 
reframed must always be open.62 Altogether, for Whitehead, metaphysics is not or never 
should be the intention for a closed system of irrefutable truths “but, rather, an open-
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ended, fallibilistic pursuit of ever-more-adequate accounts of reality”63. As such, 
“[metaphysics] is as much in process as the realities it seeks to grasp”64; and metaphysical 
principles never can be more than conjectures, indeed ‚metaphors‟ after all. Accordingly, 
Whitehead‟s own metaphysics doesn‟t seek to sketch a finally adequate account of “what 
is”, but suggests “onepossible” depiction65. Without abandoning the idea of an ever-more-
adequate account of the „real‟ world –, “what we must consider first in a philosophy is 
whether it opens a newperspective upon the world and our place in it”66, weather a theory 
generates interest, tells a different story and thus allows for new insights. It is thus much 
more important for a theory to be relevant, or, in Whitehead‟s words, to be a “lure for 
feeling”67, to lure a feeling, than to be true.68 In this manner, Whitehead shares Haraway‟s 
claim that ideas and theories should be able to produce „consequential meanings”69 or, as 
Whitehead puts it, „important knowledge”70 for a given context and “[t]hus, both also 
share – in a pragmatist vein – the hope for a possible transformation of modern systems 
of knowledge.”71 It is all about holding “a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts 
of a „real‟ world, one that can be partially shared and that is friendly to earthwide projects 
of finite freedom, adequate material abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited 
happiness.”72 Hence, for Haraway and Whitehead, metaphysics, speculation, and theory 
production are not ends in themselves, but are guided, again in a pragmatist manner, by 
“the hope for livable worlds”73. 

The described hypothetical and, as one may say, therefore fictional nature of 
concepts also dramatically changes the role of theory. Whitehead approaches theory as the 
construction of fictions, whereby the philosopher proposes one possible account of the 
world, a potentially captivating and adequate one. Rather than disclosing truth, “the 
primary function of theories is as a lure for feeling, thereby providing immediacy of 
enjoyment and purpose”74. This notion of theory is why “in the real world it is more 
important that a proposition be interesting than it be true. The importance of truth is that 
it adds to interest”75. Taking this track demands reemphasizing the role of imagination and 
of boldness in constructing concepts.76 
 
Conclusion: Luring the World into a Different Direction  

Whitehead evaluates theory by its potential to produce wider and richer varieties 
of experience. With this aesthetic approach to theory, philosophy and theory succeed 
when they deploy the tools to create concepts that lure us into an expanded vision of the 
reality that surrounds us and into an enhanced concern for the world we inhabit. At best, 
theory is able to direct our concern to a shift in perspective, and thus to guide us not only 
towards a transformation of Modern systems of knowledge but of social life in general. In 
this respect, theory is able to provide a way of generating action by widening our 
perspectives of possible activity and alternatives to the present.77 Accordingly, Whitehead, 
with his own metaphysical suggestions, hopes to lure the world into a different direction, 
“committed”, as Haraway puts forward, “to making a difference and not to repeating the 
Sacred Image of the Same”78.Theorizing should not least be about imagining otherwise 
and realigning worlds. Whitehead‟s aesthetic understanding of theory production is not 
about asserting eternal truths, albeit committed to “faithful accounts of a „real‟ world”79, 
but about telling stories that create connections and solidarity. Thinking with Whitehead 
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and taking a closer look at some of his ideas and concepts is indeed, as I have tried to 
show in this paper, an asset to critical posthumanist theorizing. 
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