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JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

PROCESS, RELIGION, AND SOCIETY
John B. Cobb, Jr.

I'am greolly honored to have been asked to present a keynole address on this topic
and at this location. | once speni @ month leaching here in Bangalore and found
it o delightful cily. It has now become one of the great centers of the global
economy. Although | am not an admirer of ihe global economy, it is exciting to see
the transformation of this city. 1 am grateful to Dharmaram College, with its allied
institutions - Christ University (CU) and Dharmaram Vidya Kshetram (DVK) for
hosting this conference, and | am hopeful thal religious thinkers, social activists
and educationists in India will find process thought useful to them. 1 am sure that
their response fo, and development of, process thought will be of value fo the
whole international process communily.

| hove been asked to address the conference theme quite direclly; so my address
will be in three paris: process, religion, and sociely.

1. Whitehead and ‘Process’

Although in this section | will speak primarily of process philosophy, it is important
to indicale from the beginning that the philosophy in which process thinkers are
inferested does not belong to one academic department in disfinction from others.
Like traditional philosophy in the West and certainly also in Indig, it is o way of
thinking seriously about all the issues that concern human beings.

In the West in recent times, philosophy has made of itself a distinct academic
discipline. By doing so it has achieved a certain rigor, but it has lost most of its



relevance to the issues humanily now faces. In general it seeks to separate ilself
from religious thought and from social thought as well. The litle of this conference
rightly indicates that process philosophy is quite different in these respects.

Instead of limiting ourselves to careful phenomenclogical description, or to the
analysis of language, or to the study of epistemology seporated from scienlific
consideralions, process thinkers raise the whole range of classical philosophical
questions. Much of contemporary process thought has developed in direct
engagement with the physical sciences. Religious people have fell its immediate
relevance. Some of its most important expressions are with respect to social issues.
Indeed, one of its problems in gaining a place in universities is that it does not fit in
any existing “discipline.” 1t finds oll of them shaped by philosophical assumptions
with which it disagrees, including the assumption thot real knowledge can be

boxed into separate depariments.

This does not meon that process philosophers avoid rigorous phenomenolagical
description. Alfred North Whitehead's book, The Concept of Nature, can well be
understood as a masterpiece of phenomenology, and similar descriptions occur
elsewhere in his writings. Butin the full development of his philosophy, he removed
the brackets that separated phenomenology from ontology. He cerlainly recognized
the importance of language and gave serious altention to it. But he did not see
language as a self-contained whole with no reference beyond itself. Instead he
studied it in the larger context of nature, a nature that includes human beings.
Similarly, the question of how we know the world in which we live was for him a
central issue. Bul his answer integrated phenomenological and physiological

considerations in a larger whole.

Hence, one distinclive point fo make about process thought is that it is a renewal of
the classical tradifion of Western philosophy. It renews this iradition not be asserting
the same doclrines as major figures of the past, but by engaging in fresh reflection
on the wide-ranging issues that philosophy iraditionally treated. In doing this, it is
guided by new developments especially in mathematics and the physical sciences
" but also in philosophy itself. It tends to accent philosophical ideas that played o
subordinate role in the tradition, seeing the need now 1o give them a cenlral place.

The label “process” that is attached to this form of philosophy points 1o a basic
illustration of this shift. Thinkers hove always recognized thai there is both change
and permanence in the world. Whitehead himself quotes from a Christian hymn:
“abide with me, fast folls the evening fide.” This recognition leads to such dualities
in thought as becoming and being, evenls and objects, or process and substance.
With few exceptions, the Western tradifion hos given precedence to being, obijects,
and substance over becoming and process.



Today the most influential form of this precedence is the one that is built into the
dominant concepluality of the sciences. The world view underlying most scientific
theory is slill one of matter in motion. For a long time this “matier” was identified
with whot physicists called “atoms.” These were thought of as little lumps of matter
and given that name on the assumption that they were physically indivisible. The
goal of physics was o explain all events ond all phenomena in terms of the motions

of atoms.

When these so-called atoms were split, the first assumplion was that the error had
only been fo locate the lumps of matter that moved at ico large a level. The
“particles” into which they were split were assumed to be the tiny lumps of matier of
which the world is composed. However, we all know that this model does not work.
This failure of materiolism hos led fo renewed speculation about the nature of
reality, but the major schools of recent philosophy have avoided this speculation by
declaring “metaphysical” questions to be meaningless. The resuli has been that
the vast majorily of scientists continue to operate as if the view of the world as
matler in motion were satisfactory.

A few philosophers have proposed that metaphysical speculation is important.
They think that nature would be better understood if we took becoming, events,
and processes os basic instead of being, objects, and substances. Those who
make this shift become process thinkers. [t turns out that this metaphysical shift has
ramifications for life and thought in oll fields.

I have spoken os if process thought arose from developments in physics. These
have been important contributors 1o the increase and development of process
thought in the twenlieth century. But in Indic and East Asia, process thought
developed much earlier quite independently of recent developments in science. In
the West it can be fraced back to Heraclitus. The philosophy of David Hume lefi us
with a form of process — a flux of sensory dala and little else. Friedrich Hegel is
probably the most influeniial process thinker in the modern world.

Historical thinking, to which Hegel contribuled greatly, emphasizes process in the
affairs of human beings. Evolutionary thought locates historical processes in the
larger context of natural ones. In the twentieth century Henri Bergson and William
James ied the way philosophically in moving to process thinking. What is surprising
is thot philosophy and the sciences have not more deeply incorporated their own
implications. It seems that this conservatism has been made possible by the move
to exclude metaphysics from acceptable scientific and philosophical discourse.

The Whiteheadian form of process thought, which has inspired the series of
international conferences of which this is the seventh, emphasizes “relafionality” as



much as “process.” Berard Loomer, who introduced the label “process philosophy,”
later called it “process-relational” philosophy. The accent on relotions also has
rools in science as well os in other areos.

In science the idea of a field has become important. A field is composed of the
evenls thal make it up, but these events are whal they ore because of their locus in
the field. They are the coming together of the field at some locus within it. The
individual events are the unification of the influences of the other evenis constituling

the field.

Thinking of events as largely constituted by the conlexls in which they occur poinis
to a contrast of Whitehead's process thought and the substance-altribute thinking
that remains so widespread. The primary analysis of a unitary event, whot Whitehead
calls an “actual occasion,” s not into its essence ond its accidents but into its
relolions to other events, what Whitehead calls “prehensions.” The process of
becoming of an actual occasion is its synthesis of relations to other events.

Since, at least in the Wes, this shift is a deep reversol of received habits of thoughi,
| will slay with it @ moment longer. There is nol something already given that then
relotes 1o the world in one woy whereas it might have reloted in onother. The event
only exisls os the acl of creatively synthesizing ifs relations. We moy think of the
completion of this act as "o being,” but this being plays its role in other beings as
the datum of new relations thal they infegrote.

Those of you who are familior with the work of the great Indian thinker, Nogarjuna,
will recognize this way of thinking. There is no subject that acls prior to the adling.
The acling constitutes the subject. Buddhisls speak of pratitya samutpada, which
we often translate as “dependent origination.” Whitehead writes of the many
becoming one. There is no substance underlying this process, bul the process of
becoming one is fully real.

2. Whitehead and Religion

This vision of realily has profound implications for religious understanding. Much
religious thought focuses on human beings and what makes them whole or authentic.
Most Westerners have thought of themselves, like other things, as substances that
have particular, changing affributes and relations. In this long-dominant tradition,
the substance underlying the change is often called the “soul;” in recent fimes, the
“self.” W is this soul or self that one hopes will be “saved.” Sometimes this “salvalion”
is understood 1o be based on a divine judgment thot comes after one dies. Somefimes
, itis understood as the healing and fulfillment of life here and now.



When the metaphysics is changed, so is the understanding of the self. There is no
unchanging selfl underlying the flow of experience. The flow of experienca is the
actual process in itself. The self is o be found and identified within thot process.
That process largely consists, moment by moment, of the creative synthesizing of
relations to one’s own past, one’s body, and other people. The self cannot be
separate from the world and especially from other human beings. The idea of a
purely individual salvation that does not involve others does not fit well with this

way of thinking.

in many ways this understanding is congenial fo the canonical scriptures of Judaism
and Chrisfianity. They tell stories far more than describe or anclyze objecls.
Relationships play a central role. The command to love aneg’s neighbor as oneself
overcomes the idea of a primarily private salvation. Paul tells his followers that they
are members one of another, Jesus praclaims the basifeia theou, which | like to
translate as the “divine commonwealth.” However it is translated {the usual
tronslation being the Kingdom of God) it is cerlainly not a private salvalion whether
in this life or beyond,

As Christianity spread in the Greco-Roman world, it assimilated Greek philosophical
concepls and interpreted ils Hebrew heritage in those terms. These terms were far
more sophisticated than any philosophical ideas thot could be gleoned from the
Bible, but at very deep levels they led to quite different ways of thinking about
salvolion. Whereas the Bible locales individuals in communities, Christianity came
to emphasize the individual in Iranscendence of human community. Christians
focused on the “immortal soul” of Plato rather than the fully embodied personal
beings of the Bible, Salvation was increasingly considered individualistically and
“spiritually,” separole from society.

During the rise of Christianily, the Epicureans and Stoics were influential in defining +
salvation. In both cases, they prized human autonomy.” If one related deeply to
others, then what happened to others became important to one’s own well-being.
Also one cared how others thought of one. One thereby set oneself up for
disappoiniment and suffering. The less one was dependent on others the more one
had control of one’s own destiny, and the better off one was. This Greek view is
deeply different from the biblicol call o love others, but it had its influence within

Christianity.

Perhaps the greatest influence was on thought about God. Christians wanted to
affirm God's perfection, and they were often embarrassed by stories about God in
their scriptures. They learned to reject any literal reading of such stories. We can
cerfainly appreciote the avoidance of the extreme anthropomorphism found in
some of these stories. But the Greek influence went much further.



Inthe Bible in general, and certainly in the teachings of Jesus and Paul, perfection
consisted in the perfection of love. Human beings were fo love others as themselves
and to love God whole-heartedly. But as the Stoics and Epicureans saw, and
Arisiotle as well, love makes one vulnerable. The pereci condition for maony Greeks
was invulnerability. if God is perfect, God cannot be affected by what goes onin
the world, God is then the perdact substance with no changing altributes. Thus
God is “impassible” and “immutable.” Although the church never went so far as
to deny thal God loves the world, ifs teaching of divine perfection made clear that
God's love is totally different from human love, totally mysierious.

Of course, popular piely always relained some sense of people being loved by
God. But us long as the dominant siyle of thought remained substantialist, it was
difficult 1o make sense of this biblical intuilion. The adaption of process metaphysics
makes it possible to release biblical thinking on this point from its bondage to
Greek metaphysics. Perfection for Whilehead is the optimum inclusion of others in
the constitution of the self. A human experience can include very little, but the
divine experience includes all others. Perfection includes total vulnerability in this
sense. Everything that happens adds 1o the divine experience and thus 1o the
divine knowledge as well. However, in the totality of the divine life, God includes
sinful human indentions without sharing those intentions. Ged includes human
suffering, but even when humans are overwhelmed by that suflering, God is not.
Even @ human parent can have great empathy for a child who is self-desiructive
and miserably lonely without becoming self-destructive and miserably lonely. God
is ideally empathetic fo oll creatures. That is, Goed is pure compassion.

Process theology, following Whitehead, breaks with the dominant tradilion in another
way as well. For process theologians the strict notion of divine omnipotence, that
is, that God haos all the power and makes all the decisions, makes no sense at all.
Real poweris the ability to influence other powerful beings. If there are no beings
with power other than God, the whole nofion of power collapses. For process
thought, every event whotsoever exercises power by making a difference in what
happens subsequently. Certainly, human beings exercise great influence on others.

Process theologians affirm that God has ideal power, that is, the power fo influence
everything in an ideal way. God's poweris expressed in liberating and empowering
crectures and colling them to exercise liberating and empowering power toward
others. This is more characteristic of biblical accounts than the notion of total
confrol over everything that happens. We are impressed that the frequent appearance
of the word "“almighty” in the English translations of the biblical fext does not reflect
anything in the original Hebrew. It expresses, instead, prejudices of the translalors,



especially those of 51. Jerome as expressed in the Vulgate, the Latin translation of
the Hebrew and Greek scriptures.

In short, process melaphysics opens the door fo taking seriously the radically
relational character of God and the world and of human beings 1o one another fo
which the Bible testifies. Process theologians find this to be a great gain. Although
change at ihis depth is strongly resisted by many Christians, it has gained considerable
ground.

‘Whitehead's metaphysics provides another possibility that many Weslerners find
difficult to accept. Whitehead distinguishes between God and creativity, Creativity
is the “ullimate.” In Aristotelion terms, it is the ultimate “material cause” of all
things. It is that of which all things are ultimately constituted. 1t has many of the
characteristics that the iradition afiributed, mistakenly, we believe, to God. That is
creativity is “absolute.” i is not affected by anything that happens. Hence it is
impassible and immulable.

Although creativity plays the role of an Aristotelian “materiol cause,” the word
"material” is highly misleading. in Whilehead's view, things are not constituted of
matter, which from the time of the Greeks has been understood to be passive and
inert. Physics shows that energy is more fundamental than mass, which is the
closest physicisls come fo specking of matler. Energy is neither passive nor inen.

In philosophical terms, every event is consfiluted by an acl, the act of creatively
synthesizing whal it can of the world given for it. Whitehead says that creativity is
“the many becoming one and being increased by one.” Every entily, that is, every
event or actual occasion is an instance of creativity. This is true even of God whose
life is a confinual creative integration of the world.

Crealivity plays the role in Whitehead thal “Being liself” has played in the Western
tradition. “Being Hself” has sometimes been understood as Godhead in distincion
from God. It is the impersonal absolute beyond all characleristics and equally
present in everything. In the East it is like the nomeless * Tao™ and some versions of
Brahman and Buddha nalure. God, on the other hand, is more like the Li of
Confucianism, the deily of Ramanuja, ond the Sambhogakaya of Mahayana
Buddhism. When we view matters in this way, we need not argue whether God is
personal or impersonal. There is animpersonal ultimate and there is also God. In
both East and West, each has had its devolees. The realization thot we are
instantiations of the ultimate need not be in opposition 1o our worship of God and
our acceptance of God's grace,



3. Whitehead and Society

The religious life that recognizes how we are bound up with one another in community
cannot be indifferent to society. When we understand thol we are persons-in-
community we cannot seek our own well being in separation from that of others.
Hence, as in so many cases, religious concerns and social concerns cannot be

kept separate.

The substantialist habils of thought of the West have made il difficult to understand
social relalions in any other than contraclual terms. Our fraditional political and
economic theories are largely couched in this way. Margaret Thatcher is famous
for expressing this sensibility sharply. When asked about her concern for society,
she responded thot there is no such thing. In the modern Western imagination
there are only separate individuals.

If one puls on process-relafional glasses, this piciure changes dramatically. We do
not see individuals each with particular self-interest coming to agreement on how
fo live together. Inslead we see communities in which children gradually develop
their individual personhood. They become persons because fife in healthy community
encourages this individualization, As individuals they contribute 1o the community
of which they are o pait. In general the best way to help individuals is fo improve
the communities of which they are part.

The difference can be seen quite vividly in allernate development strategies. Many
nongovernmental organizations seeking to help economically disadvantaged people
to develop approach this through “community development.” They invile the people
of a village to discuss their needs as a communily and to eslablish priorities.
Perhaps the village decides that it would benefit most from having water available
locally. The NGO may then work with the village 1o dig a well. The cim will be for
the villagers to do most of the work and therefore to understand the well and have
complete ownership and responsibility. If a pump is necessary, the mechanism
should be as simple and understandable as possible, so that it too can be truly
owned by the village. '

Or iheir chief problem may be that firewood for cooking can only be found ot a
greal distance. Solar cookers canreduce the need, and a woodlot may be developed
locally. Again the people in the village must have complete understanding and
ownership of what they do and use.

If the well or the solar cookers save hours of time for some of the villagers, there
may be further discussion of what new projects can be taken on by the village.



Gandhi, I understand, thought that the sewing machine would provide useful
employment that would improve the economic condition of the villagers. If the
sewing machines increase the income of the village, the next discussion will be
whot that income would make possible, Healthy development would thus be from
the bottom up. This s the kind of growth that makes sense from the point of view
of process thought. : .

Unfortunately, the dominant pattern of development has been determined by the
dominant economic theory, which is based on the received metaphysics. In this
theory community plays no role at all. The only human relations considered are
contraclual. Instead of cooperative work in community, it piclures compedifion among
individuals who aim to better their respective lofs. This universal competition for
economic goods for individuals drives development.

Since the goal is increased total production, the means is industrialization.
Industriolization organizes lobor so as fo increase fotal product and it replaces
human abor with fossil fuels. There is litlle concern for the conditions of labor, and
none for human dignily. Theorefically individuals are free to seek the jobs they
want, but practically there is little choice. Labor unions are viewed with disfavor
since they inhibit the freedom of management 1o lake aclions that increase

produciion.

This method of development “works.” It achieves its goal of increasing production.
But it does so at a great cost. Although eventually workers may receive better poy,
they typically go through o period of shameless exploitation for decades before this
happens. The separation of the wealthy capitalists and the impoverished workers
destroys communily between them. Meanwhile litle real community develops among
the workers or among the capitalisis. Further, on the whole industrial labor is
tedious, and in comparison with that of the farmer or arfisan it provides fittle personal
satisfaction. In short, this form of development succeeds by its own narrow definition
ofthe goal; it increases the total product available. But it destroys existing communily,
and it usually reduces the dignity and autonomy of life of its workers. It increases
goods and services, but it typically reduces human happiness, which, in process
perspeclive, is more a function of relationships than of consumption or ownership

of goods. :

Process thought affirms the conlinuity between human beings and the rest of nature.
Just as we are conslituted by relations with other people, we are also constituted by
our relotions with other parts of nature. Thus process thought adds to the concern
for human communily a concern that people and their communilies be @ part of a
still larger notural system, one that includes living beings of other species and



inanimate nature as well. Authentic development should be concernaed about this
larger system ond establish forms of human aclion that can funciion sustainably
within it. Bottom-up development has the potential of deing this, even though it
sometimes fails. There is vidually no possibility for a world brought into being by
the global economy, which aims at “sustainable growth,” based on fop-down
development, fo become sustainable. it is loo closely bound to the standard economic

model.

Just as the standard economic model has no place for human community, so also
it has no place for the natural world. If it considers this at all, it is only in ferms of
notural resources, and even these play a trivial role. It is assumed that they are
infinite, since technology can replace declining rescurces with aliernatives, Recently,
at the periphery, the limitations of this assumption have been acknowledged, but
the basic form of global industrial development continues unabaied in ifs ecological
destructiveness. There is still a widespread assumption that if industrial society
creates sufficient arificial wealth it will be able to cope with any problems caused
by pollution, resource exhaustion, and weather chonge. This ossumption is

disaslrously false.

To declare that our present global economy is unsustainable is not to point out a
weakness that can be balanced by noting its sirengths. it is unsustainable, it will
collapse.The world that this collapse will leave in its wake will be drastically
impoverished in comparison with the world that existed even half a century ago.
The danger is that its collapse will bring aboul a dramatic loss of globol population,
that means, massive deaths.

! have spoken in strong language parlly to counter the supposition that little is al
stake in philosophical debates. Many people in the West think that metaphysical
queslions are of interes! only to a few out-ol-date intellectuals. From the perspeclive
of pracess thought, on the conirary, the unrecognized metaphysics that shapes our
academic disciplines, and through them our public policies are damaging us
spiritually and is leading to global catostrophes of unprecedented proporions.

We believe that a fundamental change in our understonding of our selves and our
world could lead fo change in the recommendations that emanate from our “experts,”
and through that 1o change in our economic and social behavior. This change
might reduce the exient of the suffering toward which our current praciices, guided
by our current theories, are leading us. Accordingly, our struggle is both for the
soul and for the physical and social health of the planet.





