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Speculative Philosophy and the Art 
of Dramatization

Isabelle Stengers

Philosophy as creation

Philosophy, wrote Whitehead, never reverts to its old position after the shock of a 
great philosopher.1 Addressing the future of speculative philosophy, we are not 
gathered to envisage reverting to Descartes or Leibniz, all the less so as they 
themselves did not know that, as a consequence of the shock of Kant, they would 
be classified in the category of speculative philosophers.

And we should not be gathered either to enjoy speculation as a freedom 
to engage in some sort of mythical–mystical enthusiasm giving in to a poetic 
license with the power to break away from what would be seen as old-fashioned 
rationalism. If philosophy still exists, if it is still alive—despite its death having 
been proclaimed again and again—it may well be inasmuch as it has avoided 
the dual temptations of either assuming the role of guardian of rationality or 
escaping rationality through the pathos of inspiration or emotion. Its survival 
would then depend on the continuing creation of what produces philosophers, 
of what is able to transform what we call thinking into an adventure, because it 
acts as an imperative, with a necessity of its own.

It might be objected that speculative philosophy is part of a greater 
adventure, one that dissolves the old boundaries and allows new connections, 
a new kind of nomadic freedom. Are not contemporary physicists, for 
instance, playing with the strangest questions, not only appropriating what 
philosophers claimed as their own—the question “why is there something 
rather than nothing?” for instance—but also playing with such fantastic 
ideas as that of an infinity of distinct universes or with revitalized ancient 
ideas such as the strong anthropic principle. However (most), physicists 
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(still) care for the specificity of their own adventure. They are keen not to 
confuse questions that may be associated with the creation of consequences 
liable to make an experimental difference, and questions that they would call 
“speculative.” As an individual, a physicist may indulge in such questions, but, 
however broadly publicized those questions are, they will not be a matter for 
the kind of demanding interest that makes physics a passionate, collective 
adventure.

If physics as a creative science exists through the very special constraints that 
are left aside in physicists’ speculation, the revival of speculative philosophy 
also needs specific constraints, “specific means”2 in order to dare to create 
concepts that break free from the prohibition against speculation—“thou 
shall not . . .”—promoted by Kant, that is to say, from the prohibition against 
philosophers honoring ideas of their own making.

I will experiment here with Gilles Deleuze’s proposition that the specific 
means mobilized by the creation of concepts indeed do not refer to their use 
by the philosopher as the author of the problem that is constructed alongside 
the concepts that serve as its solutions. The creation is a co-creation, creating 
the philosopher himself as a “means.” In chapter IV of Deleuze’s Difference 
and Repetition, this co-creation was characterized in terms of “dramatization,” 
when thinking is produced under the imperative of an Idea whose primary 
power is to dissolve any stable representation, any consensual reference. The act 
of philosophical creation would be the act of giving to an imperative question 
the power to claim the concepts it needs in order to obtain its most dramatic, 
forceful necessity, in order to force thinking in such a way that the philosopher 
can no longer say “I think,” can no longer be a thinking subject. If there is a 
subject, it is the unfolding of the drama itself, the demands of which turns 
the thinker into a “larva,” or a prey. And the very answer that Deleuze gave to 
the question “What is philosophy?” at the end of his life may well be the best 
example of the unfolding of a Deleuzian operation of dramatization. In this 
case, the imperative cannot be disentangled from the contemporary “disaster of 
thought” that may well make philosophy one of its victims. And the answer—in 
terms of plane of immanence to be laid out, conceptual personae to be invented 
and brought to life and concepts to be created—makes it felt that philosophy can 
indeed be destroyed, because the dramatization creates a concept of philosophy 
that has nothing to do with the general ideals of reflection, contemplation, or 
communication. Philosophy is, rather, a “dangerous exercise” implying “a sort 
of groping experimentation,” resorting “to measures that are not very rational, 
respectable or reasonable.”3
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Needless to say, Deleuze’s proposition is not a neutral one. It exemplifies 
Whitehead’s idea that after the shock of a great philosopher, philosophy never 
reverts to its old position. For Deleuze, Kant’s condemnation of speculative 
philosophy is part of the Kantian drama, part of the creation of a new image 
of thought: a dramatic creation indeed since it features the subject as inhabited 
by three invincible Ideas, or Illusions of Reason—a subject in need of perpetual 
critical surveillance against idolatry. What matters then is not to oppose another 
definition of speculative philosophy to Kant’s definition, but to go on to do 
philosophy, to create concepts and images of thought.

Doing philosophy, in Deleuze’s sense, means creating concepts. And I 
would claim that the creation of concepts, as he characterizes it, is intrinsically 
speculative. Concepts answer problems, which are not defined in reference 
to a state of affairs, whose mode of existence is rather that of a task to be 
accomplished, an answer to be given, a work to be done. But speculation, then, 
is not the name for a knowledge that would claim authority over experience, 
and it could be said that the truth of concepts is instead related to the interest 
of the problem that requires them. This is both a pragmatist proposition, 
and a proposition that saves pragmatism from any reduction to pre-existing 
interests. First of all, then, not reverting to an old position means abandoning, 
without the slightest nostalgia, the idea of philosophy as attaining a Truth that 
would be independent of its own specific means. This has nothing to do with 
postmodern irony. It immediately derives from the positive dramatization of 
philosophy as creation. “Every thought is a Fiat, expressing a throw of the dice: 
constructivism.”4

Dramatizing the correlationist question?

Because of the circumstances of the conference where this paper was first 
presented, I will begin by developing the idea of dramatization and the casting 
of the dice using the example of contemporary “speculative realism” or “objected 
oriented ontology” as defined by the refusal of the so-called correlationist 
position. My question will be: is such a refusal sufficient to give objects, or things, 
the positive power to orient their own dramatization?

Certainly the meditative question “what is a thing?”, or the evocation of the 
“thingness of things” have an enticing philosophical flavor. Happily though, 
OOO philosophers do not stop and meditate. Indeed the flavor of this question 
is a modern one because “a” thing or “an” object has meaning only in reference 
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to the meditative subject—a very modern subject as he (unmistakably he) stands 
as unmarked, the pure locus of a question which transcends what matters for us, 
for people, which transcends, for instance, the important difference between a 
burning coal and a glowing jewel and the cry “do not touch it!” of the anxious 
mother who knows about the danger, who knows that the glowing coal causes 
awful pain, and knows it in a way which might not be so very different from the 
way a dog or a cat knows it.

When you ask the meditative question “what is a thing?” it seems that you 
have to forget about what, together with cats and dogs, you know. You also have 
to forget that both things and the Latin res were, as Bruno Latour has forcefully 
reminded us, “matters of concern,”5 that with which the power to gather concerned 
people is to be associated. You are asking a question that only a human—or more 
precisely some very select humans called philosophers—can ask on this Earth, a 
question that seems to relegate other concerns to the blind hustle that separates 
us people from true thinking, the privilege of philosophers.

It may be interesting that I have just used the same (easy) argument as 
Whitehead did when commenting on Hume’s critical claim that impressions 
arise in the soul from unknown causes. “The causes are not a bit ‘unknown,’ 
and among them there is usually to be found the efficacy of the eyes. If Hume 
had stopped to investigate the alternative causes for the occurrence of visual 
sensations, for example, eye-sight, or excessive consumption of alcohol he 
might have hesitated in his profession of ignorance. If the causes be indeed 
unknown, it is absurd to bother about eye-sight and intoxication. The reason 
for the existence of oculists and prohibitionists is that various causes are 
known.”6 What is at stake here is not the authority of common experience 
but the solidarity of the critical or the meditative philosopher with the way 
philosophy has come to replace the question, what do we know? by the question 
what can we know?7 As we will see when I turn to Whitehead’s operations of 
dramatization, when the question “what do we know” is not muted by the 
ambition to produce a theory of valid knowledge, it may receive the power to 
require the creation of concepts.

But let us first return to the OOO philosophers. My argument about the 
inability of things or objects as such to orient their own dramatization is verified 
by these philosophers’ positive divergences about what speculative realism 
should dramatize. They become philosophers, in Deleuze’s sense, not when they 
join in a common refusal of correlationism, but when each is required in his 
own way to refuse it. And objects are then no longer defined by a silent question 
transcending the passionate diverse and interested ways “us people” have of 
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relating to them. They are activated by each philosopher’s “Fiat,” creating the 
problem that will require him.

No creation is to be compared to another creation and no creation should 
judge another. When creative philosophers seem to judge the creation of 
another philosopher, their judgment should be taken to be inseparable from 
their commitment to the problem that made them philosophers. Whitehead was 
deliberately unfair with Hume and many others when he quietly dismembered 
their problem in terms of his own. But he did so in such a humorous way 
that it makes the reader smile. He really put into action his own concept of 
inheritance—relating to Hume and Kant as a Whiteheadian subject relates to 
what has obtained objective immortality, that is pragmatically turning them 
into ingredients of this subject’s own satisfaction. Among OOO philosophers, 
Graham Harman has certainly most creatively contrasted his philosophy with 
other philosophical propositions. As unfairly as Whitehead, indeed, but perhaps 
with a little less humor. Here again though, we may understand the philosopher 
as both the creator and the creature of his own passionate construction. Harman’s 
own Fiat affirms the object as withdrawn, that is, “refusing access,” or at least 
“giving no access.” It is no surprise that Harman’s interest for other philosophers 
may be characterized in the terms he himself created in order to think a world of 
withdrawn objects—vicarious causality, plate-tectonic encounter, confrontation 
by proxy, touching without touching.

The point is obviously not to describe philosophers as sleepwalkers, blindly 
reading other philosophers through their own conceptual glasses. It is rather 
to emphasize that the way philosophers read other philosophers must be 
appreciated in the way we appreciate creation, as an achievement or as a failure, 
in terms of the interesting new dimensions or contrasts that the reading brings 
to our understanding. But such an appreciation may never claim the authority of 
a judgment. What is appreciated is rather an affinity or a lack of affinity between 
problems, determining if and how one philosopher “thinks with” another.

I myself fall within this characterization. The brief presentation I proposed 
of Deleuze’s creation of an answer to the question “what is philosophy?” is the 
manifestation of a felt affinity rather than a concern for accuracy. Connoisseurs 
may have remarked that the importance given to the necessity of conferring on 
problems the power to make philosophers think as philosophers perhaps refers 
more directly to Bruno Latour’s factishes8 than to the efficacy of the Deleuzian 
plane of immanence. And it also refers to my own characterization of the 
experimental achievement, when the scientist is allowed to withdraw because 
what has been produced is able to testify “by itself ”9: we are then dealing with 
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“the invention of the power to confer on things the power of conferring on the 
experimenter the power to speak in their name.”10 By contrast, my encounter 
with the OOO philosophers is probably marked by a lack of affinity. As a result, 
the thread of affinity that I am spinning—thinking with Deleuze and Latour as 
a line of escape from correlationism—will be felt as an evasion of “the” question 
by those who take it as “the” challenge. But the proposition that philosophy 
is a matter of creation already marked a determinate lack of affinity for the 
perspective that would define any question as “the” question.

A different staging

Philosophy as creation implies that there is no challenge that subsists of its own 
accord, by reason of some ultimate or incontrovertible legitimacy. Any challenge 
depends upon a creative act of problematization. The problem associated with 
correlationism requires the staging of a subject reflecting about the knowledge he 
has about objects and concluding that he cannot untangle the seamless relational 
fabric in order to attribute the responsibility of knowledge either to the subject 
or to the object. Such a staging is general and is indifferent to the kind of matter 
of concern that produced the fabric. What matters is responsibility.

To break away from that staging is to break away from the question of 
responsibility, or rather to define it as a very specific matter of concern. It may 
be a matter of concern for the judge who has to produce a verdict, and also—
but in a very different way—for experimenters, as what makes them imagine, 
object, manipulate, and hope that they may eventually be able to succeed, to 
“demonstrate” that the object is responsible for the “representation” given of it.

Typically Kant never dared to discuss how and why eighteenth- century 
astronomers came to accept Newtonian theory in spite of their initial misgivings 
about attraction at a distance. It is because of these misgivings that they 
welcomed the news that the observed Moon contradicted the theory. But they 
had finally to admit that the contradiction between theoretical calculation and 
observation did not sound the death-knell of the theory, for the good reason 
that this contradiction was due to mistakes in the calculations. Newton’s theory 
had been vindicated by “the Moon itself,” or, more precisely, by the observed 
positions of the Moon to which the theory gave the power of deciding its own 
fate. Newtonian force could no longer simply be expelled: it was imposed by 
the Moon first, then by the discovery of Neptune, then by the ever-increasing 
accuracy of astronomical predictions. Reading Kant, astronomers could have 
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accepted that they do not know the Moon “in itself ” but this was not their concern 
anyway. Their concern entailed rather that the Moon be taken as responsible 
for their observations because it was as such that it was able to intervene as a 
witness, forcing their agreement about Newtonian theory.

Experimental sciences are thus intensely concerned with the attribution of 
responsibility.11 For other practices this question simply lacks relevance. The 
hunter who needed years of initiation and experience to learn how to “see” what 
we call a trail, would be very surprised indeed if she was asked to untangle the 
fabric of her experience in terms of responsibility. As for philosophers, the very 
point of creation, of being turned into a philosopher by the dramatization of 
a problem, is that the question “who is responsible” for the answer becomes 
irrelevant.

The correlationist indeterminacy about responsibility is relevant when we 
stage a subject, any subject, together with an object, any object, he claims to 
“know.” What does this staging refer to? Perhaps to the great initial scenario, 
when Socrates asks Athenian citizens strange questions, and makes their answers 
become synonymous with the “opinion” which philosophy has to transcend? 
Incidentally, this is still the scenario of the “opinion poll,” when an interviewer 
confronts people with questions they have no reason to entertain any specific 
interest in. Asking anyone about anything will provide answers (people are 
polite and will try to give you what they are being asked to give) that are the 
very food of correlationism—indeed the aim of such surveys is to correlate 
people’s answers with general determinants (age, sex, social position, education 
level, political position, and so on). By contrast, interviewers will typically avoid 
addressing people who are effectively concerned by the problem the survey is 
about, as they will be annoyingly prone to discussing the meaning and scope of 
the questions they are asked to answer.

Insisting on the crucial importance of concerns is not to give up “reality” in 
the name of some sad relativism. The more a human differs from an anonymous 
subject, the more the reality she addresses differs from its relativist namesake. 
In contrast to the correlationist staging, what I am trying to dramatize is the 
question of the creation of “rapport.” The word rapport, in French, means a 
“relation which matters.” As such it may designate both the Greek “logos” in its 
mathematical sense and the rapport amoureux. When Lacan concluded “there 
is no sexual relation” [il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel], he was defining possessive 
passion as haunted by an ideal of access to the truth of the other, realized by the 
mathematical logos, and also characterizing the anxiety of such a passion, when 
one feels that some “remainder” escapes appropriation, and one comes to feel 
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that whatever one is embracing is only a shadow, that whatever escapes is the 
“real” object. However, rapport is not restricted to appropriation. More generally 
it may be associated with the idea of connection. Everything may be related, 
but a connection is created and is a matter of concern, to be maintained and 
evaluated in terms not of its “effects” (another term that is too general) but of its 
consequences. Each new connection is an event, and biologists tell us that such 
events, be they the appearance of aerobic bacteria, which were able to connect 
with oxygen as a resource, or the symbiosis between plants and insects, were of 
primordial importance in the history of life.

Connections matter and, as such, they challenge the generality of correlationist 
judgment. If the correlationist judge addresses neither weak (because indifferent) 
claims (those of the Athenian citizens), nor claims that are already dismembered 
by controversy or are part of the outdated past of a science, but rather a knowledge 
the relevance of which matters in a crucial and demanding way for the one who 
is entertaining it, be she a scientist or a hunter, he will meet resistance that is 
hard to defeat.

I am perfectly aware that this argument will be deemed quite insufficient, 
or even mean-spirited. Resistance may be a fact but the correlationist question 
is one of “right.” Whatever the Moon’s role, Newtonian force was defeated by 
Einstein. Which claim is able to present the credentials that guarantee that it will 
not meet the same fate? However, the disagreement, now, is no longer about the 
correlationist question, but rather about the question of philosophy itself, and 
about the position of critical, postmodern, or even speculative philosophers. Are 
they the representatives of some abstract absolute standard, which transcends the 
mere contingency of particular cases and the “specific means” that correspond 
to the diverging matters of concern singularizing different practices? For my 
part, I learned that I would become a philosopher when reading Deleuze and 
I experienced that philosophy is worth existing only if it accepts the risk of  
existing in the teeth of other practices, producing its own demanding concerns 
without needing to weaken theirs. Again in this case it was a question of 
“connection” as a creative operation. To dramatize is to connect, to respond to 
the insistent imperative of what Deleuze called an “idea,” and to engage with the 
adventurous, problematic exploration of what this idea demands.

This is why my own concern as a philosopher is not primordially to escape 
correlationism but to escape the sad, ritualized, war between experimental science 
and philosophers who have, since Kant, proposed correlationism as a means 
to critically restrict the scope and meaning of supposedly objective scientific 
claims. It could be said that philosophical correlationism was invented “against” 
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scientists. My concern, when I emphasize the experimenter’s achievement as a 
very selective event—the creation of an (always partial) connection authorizing 
them to agree about what then becomes their object and not a further step in the 
progressive conquest of the objective understanding of reality—is to characterize 
experimental science as an adventure and, in so doing, to free the space for 
other adventures, including that of philosophy. But this choice has demanding 
consequences for philosophy. It entails that philosophers resist the temptation to 
claim that philosophy must reach beyond the plurality of adventures and accept 
being situated by its own way of adventuring.

This is a testing challenge indeed. If I learned what it feels to become a 
philosopher with Deleuze, it is with Whitehead that I learned what it means 
to answer this challenge by practicing philosophy as an openly speculative 
adventure.

Thinking with Whitehead?

The very great importance I am giving to the reference to “adventure”—and to 
the plurality of adventures against the rivalry between claimants—is something 
I learned through “thinking with Whitehead,” that is, with him as belonging to 
our own epoch, with new problems being added to the ones which had turned 
him into a philosopher and which are themselves still with us.

As we know, the absurdity against which Whitehead rebelled, the bifurcation 
of nature into two rival abstractions—nature as it “objectively is” and nature 
as we “subjectively” relate to it—still rules today, begetting new absurdities or 
reproducing old ones under the guise of new big questions, such as the emergence 
of feeling or value from a blind interconnection between blind and indifferent 
processes. The very resilience of the bifurcation of nature creates a new problem, 
that of understanding the awesome capacity that what Whitehead diagnosed 
as absurd had of infecting its environment, again and again producing a divide 
between what should matter and what we do not need to pay attention to.

Another new problem is that the modern rivalry between science and 
philosophy can no longer simply ignore that it entails and presupposes the 
continued silencing of “others” as it claims to occupy all the room, to be the nec 
plus ultra problem for any anonymous rational subject. This was to me the very 
touchstone when “thinking with Whitehead.” How did this thinking situate me? 
Did it ratify the position which our very strange adventure has put us in again 
and again, the classical position which, since Plato, has consisted in getting 
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access to a truth, whatever it may be, that would permit the guiding of “others” 
out of the cave of illusions? Or does it instead help us to present ourselves in a 
way that is civilized at last, that is, without insulting those we present ourselves 
to? Even if I know that the option for civilization is not what will turn the self-
hate, mistrust, and resentment that have been induced into gracious forgiving, 
I take this option as a task to be done. And it needs “doing.” No half-way 
compromises, such as can be associated today with emergence or complexity, 
are sufficient: our ideas do indeed have fangs, they are armed with destructive 
either/or disjunctions that are made so as to put opponents up against the wall, 
to resurrect dramatic alternatives against nice compromises. Also, the adventure 
of “civilizing” our ideas has nothing to do with a taming operation, with pulling 
their fangs out and asking them to participate in a polite conversation. If they 
must be civilized, it is not through giving up, but through the “specific means” 
that armed their polemical power.

The civilizing option has immediate consequences. For instance, it forbids 
understanding the power of the abstractions that make nature bifurcate in 
anthropological terms, as was the case with Bergson, for instance. We, the 
bifurcators, are not the brain of humanity, authorized to speak about Man 
or to diagnose what Whitehead called the “fallacy of simple location” as 
characterizing “human mind.” But such a fallacy cannot even be attributed to 
“us.” Rather, it was, and still is, forced onto those whose “beliefs” are derided 
by those who “know.” Here I would like to pay a special homage to the neo-
pagan witches who have helped me to realize that the colonial enterprise began 
in Europe, with witch hunting and the brutal destruction of old and resilient 
rural traditions. The narrative they craft helps repopulate our past and our 
imagination, and helps us disentangle the power of our ideas from the violence 
committed in their name.

Whitehead also crafted such a narrative when he defined as the great and 
dangerous innovation of the nineteenth century the discovery of the method of 
training professionals.12 The training of “minds in a groove,” paying no attention 
to what lies outside was not new in itself, what was new was that such training 
henceforth coupled professionalism with what has been called progress.13 The 
method produces not routine minds but inventive, entrepreneurial, conquering 
ones. We know them well and they still, more than ever before, demand that 
no further attention be paid to what their groove ignores: climate change may 
threaten us, for instance, but whatever is done about it should obey the rule of 
the market and contribute to economic growth. However, we need to craft other 
narratives in order to dramatize the formidable resilience of the professional 
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definition of progress. Surely, the easy way would be to incriminate “power,” 
more precisely the economic power called capitalism. But I believe that we, as 
philosophers, also need to dramatize what capitalism took advantage of—that 
is, our relative lack of resistance, our tolerance to the professional definition of 
what should, or should not, be allowed to matter. And here, “our” designates 
“us,” who still have to learn how to address “others” in a civilized way. What was 
it that infected both professionals and their environment, including “the best 
men” who accepted, and still accept, with a “stone-blind eye”14 the price that 
must unfortunately be paid for progress?

An interesting hypothesis is that both the power that has been conferred on 
some abstractions, giving them misplaced concreteness, and the always recurring 
critical question “what can we know?,” may be related to what Bruno Latour has 
described as “flying backward.”15 The Moderns would turn their back on the 
future to which their actions eventually lead, because they do not run toward 
it, rather run away from the past, an imaginary, mobile, and frightening past 
which they cannot distance, which will engulf them if they do not run, if they 
slow down and let themselves be affected by what their abstraction make them 
blind to. “You want us back in the cave!” has sounded like a sufficient answer to 
protests against our very unsustainable development. And the cave is not only 
that of prehistory, but Plato’s cave, the realm of irrational beliefs, always ready to 
conquer the present. Because of the menace of the cave, it would be our duty not 
to slow down. Paying attention to the consequences of our actions for the future 
would produce fatal hesitation, empowering irrationality.

The interest of Latour’s hypothesis from the point of view of the task of 
civilizing our abstractions is that it relates modern progress not to trust but to 
fright. Such a fright is not to be dramatized in anthropological terms—those of 
psychoanalysis, for example, for which the cave would then be a figure for the 
devouring mother. If it was so, the Moderns would again be confirmed in their 
pride of place. They would still be the ones who disclose in a purified manner 
what a human invariant would be, even if it spells destruction and not glory. 
Rather, the establishing of such a fright is to be narrated and many narratives 
are probably needed as no one narrative as such would “explain” the fright by 
something which would indeed be frightening. What will again and again be 
narrated, I suspect, is fright as the justification for the imperative of separating 
“people” from their irrational attachments and beliefs, “for their own good.”

Such an imperative makes me wonder if there ever was an “us,” The Moderns. 
It may indeed be possible to speak of a spell—or of a “proposition,” in Whitehead’s 
sense, which turns its logical subjects into a food for possibility16—infecting 
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experience at all scales, infecting scientists17 but also those who are frightened 
when they feel that the authority of science is contested, creating an authentic 
mentality of crusaders against Infidels who resist the knowledge that saves. The 
power given to our abstractions would be characterized by the fact that it leaves 
no room between “conversion” and “irrational resistance.”18

Thus it may well be that the relation between modernity and the invention of 
professionals runs deep, deeper than Whitehead’s image of the groove suggests, 
when “abstraction abstracts from something to which no further attention is 
paid.”19 The groove may well be characterized as what protects against what 
roams outside, with its power to seduce and corrupt. It is thus sufficient to read 
Whitehead’s “no attention is paid” as “no attention must be paid” to link the 
professional ethos with the theme of salvation and the fright of the “mob” whose 
intrusion would spell the unleashing of “irrationality.”

The interpretation I have proposed is not an explanation as it calls for other 
interpretations, for instance, about the power conferred on illusions to seduce 
and corrupt. Its interest may be that it offers what William James, in The Will 
to Believe, called a genuine philosophical option. What I suggest has indeed 
for one of its consequences that “common sense” gets the status of the famous 
“terra nullius,” which nobody can legitimately defend against appropriation, 
a status which was also used as a legal weapon in colonization. Further, in 
both cases, to appropriate terra nullius means progress: the more scientific 
theories defy common sense, the more rational and legitimate they sound. 
The option, however, is not between “appropriating common sense,” that is, 
freely producing some version of common sense that will justify progress as an 
escape from its clutches, and “defending common sense”  as the unfairly vilified 
ground of our specialized abstractions. To argue for a “return” to common 
sense would put philosophers in a position that is also an appropriative one, 
selecting and defining what should be legitimately defended and promoted. 
The option concerns what it means to “civilize” our abstractions. This is the 
way I inherited from Whitehead’s philosophy: his attempt to dramatize “what 
we do know” against the imperative of defining “what we can know” was also 
an attempt to “empower” common sense.

Welding imagination and common sense

Referring to common sense as dispossessed of any legitimacy to protest 
when dismembered by professional attacks does not mean empowering some 
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philosophical concept of common sense as a universal anthropological consensus 
or as some innate wisdom everyone on this Earth would share, allowing projects 
of peace and mutual understanding. My experience, when teaching Whitehead, 
is rather that of the incredulous, joyful surprise of students, discovering that 
they are allowed to escape prohibitions and critical skepticism without betraying 
the demands of the philosophical tradition. Such experience corresponds rather 
precisely to the aim Whitehead assigned to philosophy in Process and Reality: “the 
welding of imagination and common sense into a restraint upon specialists.”20 
And remarkably enough, this experience of welding is not restricted to his openly 
speculative work. Already with Concept of Nature, the strange experience occurs 
of the possibility of dealing pragmatically, imaginatively and without confusion, 
with the many things we know, and the many modes of abstraction that are 
relevant for knowing them.

Common sense is not usually associated with joyful experiences of disclosure. 
But the Whiteheadian proposition I have quoted is indeed unusual. It implies 
that common sense is what can be welded with imagination. This is not such a 
bizarre conception, however. When authors of science fiction or ethnographers 
write about different worlds, they trust their readers’ ability to be interested in 
the many intricate differences they explore, to accept that there are radically 
different ways of having the world matter, to have no special trouble accepting 
the situated character of any knowledge, rather enjoying the discovery of the 
situated character of their own categories. Just as our ancestors did when they 
welcomed travelers coming from faraway regions, exchanging with them stories, 
recipes, ritual narratives.

“Common sense,” then, would not refer to some knowledge content. What 
may be common instead is an interest for the way others make their world matter, 
including animal others, for tales about different ways of life, for experimenting 
with what may be possible. For wandering and wondering. “Men are the children 
of the Universe with foolish enterprises and irrational hopes. A tree sticks to its 
business of mere survival, and so does an oyster with some minor divergences. 
In this way, the life aim at survival is modified into the human aim at survival for 
diversified, worthwhile experience.”21

Some foolish enterprises are dangerously foolish. Entertaining insuperable 
dilemmas and sticking to the business of promoting abstractions that turn 
their users into educators of humanity, destroyers of what they denounce as the 
other’s foolish dreams, is dangerously foolish. But foolish also is Whitehead’s 
demand, as addressed to our philosophical tradition: “We have no right to 
deface the value experience which is the very essence of the universe.”22 This 
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demand challenges philosophy to refrain from indulging in its favorite sport, 
catching commonsensical positions in the clutches of “either . . . or” alternatives. 
Let us imagine Socrates accepting that the Athenian citizens he questioned 
were each affirming the value experience associated with their practice, and 
that the philosophical task was not to go beyond their particular truth but to 
experiment with the best way to have them all rejoicing in their situated, that is, 
non-contradictory character!

It may be because Whitehead was a mathematician that he felt no qualms 
about accepting truth as always situated. Since the Greek, mathematicians have 
honored disclosure, the self-evidence and beauty of demonstrated mathematical 
truth. But they would never deny or downplay the adventurous character of 
the construction of the demonstrative path, which creates the possibility of 
the answer. Mathematics, for Whitehead, was the epitome of rationalism as a 
(foolish) adventure of hope.

But the mathematicians’ craft was certainly not his only inspiring reference. 
In Adventures of Ideas, Whitehead proposed that the speech of Pericles to the 
Athenians should replace the book of Apocalyptic Revelation as the final book 
in the Christian Bible. Pericles’s speech to the Athenians produced a contrasted 
unity among them, weaving together and not denying their diversity. And the 
fragile, collective experience he activated is the very possibility Socrates ignored, 
the possibility of addressing the partial, conflicting, commonsense truths of the 
inhabitants of the city in such a way that they be enabled to embed these truths 
in the wider experience of their need of each other in order for each to rejoice in 
the value experience of being an Athenian.

Whitehead’s proposition, to make Pericles part of the Holy Scriptures of 
civilization, is not, I am convinced, the conclusion of a philosopher. It is rather a 
deep-felt conviction that contributed to turning Whitehead into a philosopher. 
He was no Pericles. And he was not a Quaker either, even if he paid homage to 
the Quaker spirituality when he characterized the way each occasion, as engaged 
in its own immediate self-realization, is also concerned with the universe, 
emphasizing that he was using the word “concern” in the Quaker sense of the 
term.23 Instead we should perhaps take seriously Whitehead’s remark that two 
philosophers are needed for a philosophical school to perform its full service 
to philosophy.24 He may have felt called to be the one who came after William 
James, the one whose task would be to reduce to “rigid consistency” James’s 
exploration of experience.

As a mathematician, Whitehead knew that trust, the crucial Jamesian theme, 
is the very blood enabling mathematicians’ creative work. It is also required for 
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Pericles to weave Athenians into contrasted unity, or by the Quakers’s silent 
worship. In all these cases, what is at work is James’s pluriverse in the making, 
the fragile but cosmic achievement of the felt experience of contradictions being 
turned into contrasts, the adventure, without guarantee, of the creation of always 
partial connections, producing new relevant possibilities. Furthermore, James 
defined such a creation as “congruous with human nature25”: “We can and we 
may, as it were, jump with both feet off the ground into or towards a world of 
which we trust the other parts to meet our jump and only so can the making of 
a perfected world of the pluralistic pattern ever take place. Only through our 
precursive trust in it can it come into being.”26 We can and do jump each time we 
precursively trust in the possibility of connecting, or enter into a (partial) rapport 
that cannot be derived from the ground of our current, dominant premises. In 
so doing, “we can create the conclusion.”27

For James, only mistrust, with its demands for guarantees against what is felt 
as offensive or foolish conclusions, explains the veto against what we do each 
time we trust in what may be possible, and in so doing contribute to creating 
it. Only mistrust explains that the pragmatist affirmation that the engagement 
for a possibility contributes to have it come into being is rejected, that we are 
asked instead to stick to the ground of settled facts. But we are also plagued 
by this mistrust each time we reduce Jamesian trust or belief to some kind of 
psychological aid or prosthesis, which may help the weak but which the mature, 
rational Man must do without as his pride is to be able to accept a world which 
is what it is, whatever our beliefs.

My conviction is that Whitehead’s common sense is akin to the “we can 
and we may,” which James defined as congruous with human nature. Just like 
ethnographers or science fiction writers, I would not be able to write a text like 
this one if I did not trust in a possibility of connection with readers—always 
a partial connection, to be sure, but do I not myself entertain only partial 
connections with what I endeavor to formulate? What I know is that trying to 
craft such a formulation is itself a process of creation, jumping into or toward 
what can only be encountered, never made my own (ideas are never one’s ideas, 
only what make one think).

However, there is a distinction between familiar experiences, congruous with 
human nature, which we should not deface by taking them for granted, and the 
trust of the mathematician, of Pericles, of the Quakers, or of Whitehead trusting 
in the possibility of turning the unruly crowd of our conflicting abstractions into 
a pattern of contrasts. In these last cases, the risk of failure and the importance 
of the achievement are vividly felt. In contrast, when a teacher, for instance, 
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introduces children to the world and adventure of numbers, she is in fact trusting 
in a jump but she may well experience what she has to teach year after year as 
involving no jump at all, a “normal” path of learning the child just has to follow. 
Worse, she may then attribute the responsibility for failure to the child, “who 
does not pay attention.” Habit may lead to dangerous routine. It is only when 
no habit veils the risk of failure that we feel the jump to be a “speculative one,” 
dramatizing that it speculates about a possibility that has no stable illustration 
in the world.

The image of the jump “with both feet off the ground” may well dramatize 
this dimension of risk a bit too much, separating the jumper from the ground 
of common concerns and habits. This is why I feel it necessary to complement 
James’s characterization of the jump with what Whitehead, as a mathematician, 
knew and what Deleuze’s dramatization affirms: that the jump is not only 
toward, that it cannot be dissociated from the ground it leaves. You never 
trust in general and you never jump in general. Any jump is situated, and 
situatedness here is not limitation. If a jump is always situated, it is because its 
aim is not to escape the ground in order to get access to a higher realm. The 
jump, connecting this ground, always this ground, with what it was alien to, 
has the necessity of a response. In other words, the ground must have been 
given the power to make itself felt as calling for new dimensions. Such a call is 
not a “public” one, however, for everybody to hear while some would try and 
answer. And it is not even telling about what it demands. It has the insistence 
of a question to be answered.

When he wrote Universal Algebra, that is, at a time when he emphatically 
emphasized that he was not a philosopher (in contrast with Russell, who 
named philosophy whatever general idea he had) Whitehead may well have 
already heard the ground calling. His originality, Ronny Desmet has shown, 
was to restrain the importance of the specialists’ debate about the foundation 
of the definitions of pure mathematics, arguing that, in contradistinction 
to definitions that are relevant in applied mathematics, “a conventional 
mathematical definition has no existential import. It sets before the mind by 
an act of imagination a set of things with fully defined self-consistent types of 
relations” (UA vii).28 This should be contrasted with the philosophical scheme, 
where “fundamental notions shall not seem capable of abstraction from each 
other,” and its applicability, with the demand that “some items of experience” 
be interpretable in its terms. As Didier Debaise has suggested (personal 
communication), those “some items” may well be those whose “existential 
import” call out for the jump.
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Empowering common sense, welding common sense and imagination in 
order to dramatize the existential import of what it is so easy to dismember—
because it cannot resist the demand of abstract, non-situated, definition—is an 
act of creation. Coming back to the elementary mathematics teacher I alluded 
to, the empowerment of her common sense would mean the creation of a new 
“rapport” to her job, a “rapport” affirming the existential import of her own role, 
which is not to “transmit knowledge” but to activate the coming into existence 
of a “ground” calling out for the child’s jump, to induce a feeling of “existential 
import” to the mathematical situation which needs this jump. To the critical 
question “how to warrant existential import?,” there is no general answer, only 
the felt call of the need for a restraint upon specialists’ modes of abstraction, the 
felt importance of resisting the way they select what matters and what may be 
ignored. The dice is thrown each time, and speculative philosophy can provide 
no short-cut, only trust in the welding of common sense and imagination.

Indeed, as I will briefly show now, Whitehead himself threw the dice at least 
three times, each time empowering something we do know and which is under 
attack by theory. Each time answering a distinct call, dramatizing it into a cry 
and creating the answer demanded by this cry.

In the same boat!

It is in Concept of Nature that the first cry that I am able to hear as committing 
Whitehead as a philosopher resounds. The bifurcation of nature may be a 
public problem, but the way he will confront it, demanding that “all we know 
of nature is in the same boat, to sink or swim together,”29 implies that there will 
be no half-way house, no psychic addition that unifies the beauty of the sunset 
and its objective interpretation in terms of electro-magnetic waves. This cry 
commits Whitehead to a dramatization that will make perceptible the radical 
consequences of the apparently innocuous definition he has initially given of 
nature, as “what we are aware of in perception.”30 In other words, awareness is 
the ground that calls for a jump, but mutely so, as it is the free-for-all scapegoat 
of theoretical attacks. It is only when the constraint defining the “towards” of the 
jump is made explicit by the cry that the distinction between “what we are aware 
of ” and “what we perceive” will be empowered to dramatically unfold.

Already the operation Whitehead attempts, and will ask his readers to 
accompany, is a speculative one, challenging all settled distinctions, allying itself 
with the “worst” commonsense realism—the claim, for instance, that sunsets 
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are “truly” beautiful. Already also, as a reader, I learned the need to think “with” 
Whitehead in order to understand that Whitehead is taking the beauty of the 
sunset as an active constraint, as an experience whose existential import should 
not be defaced, but also should not be permitted to deface the import of electro-
magnetic waves. Awareness is not to be endowed with the power to evaluate and 
judge perception, or the knowledge that is associated with perception. Nature, 
as what we are aware of in perception, is a concept, the answer created to the cry 
“in the same boat!”

This is why we should resist the temptation of understanding the central 
distinction that Concept of Nature proposes, between “objects” that may be “here 
again” and events—which, when they are gone, are gone—as a phenomenological 
rendering of our experience. Again they are concepts, very carefully crafted in 
order to disentangle awareness and perception in order to empower awareness, 
to enable it to resist the abstractions that derive from perception, without 
denouncing them. Objects and events are concepts created to activate and 
answer the call of what we are aware of against bifurcation and to do it so in a 
way that satisfies Whitehead’s realist commitment.

This commitment itself is what I hear in the deceptively simple remark: “We 
are instinctively willing to believe that by due attention, more can be found in 
nature than that which is observed at first sight. But we will not be content with 
less.”31 Whitehead is not asking the question “what can we know?” He is not 
demanding guarantees ascertaining the validity of particular knowledge. He 
demands that nature be approached as liable to reward due attention. He does 
not specify how we will discriminate the kind of attention that is due in different 
situations. He rather commits himself at the very point Kant took the inverse 
commitment, writing as he did that we do not learn from nature but impose on 
it our questions as a judge does with a convict.

To be sure, when a mountain climber envisages a rock-face in terms of the 
foothold it offers, she pays attention to the mountain in terms of anticipated 
possibilities of climbing. But the climber is not crazy; she knows that the 
mountain offers other opportunities, other footholds for many other kinds of 
beings, from birds to grass, moss and fungi. As a speculative realist, Whitehead 
will demand that nature be such that it offer footholds that do not privilege the 
anticipations authorized by our intellectual abstractions. Our perceptive organs 
are also concerned, and more generally the various equipments of any living 
being, as they all affirm that a lack of discrimination may exact a death penalty. 
That nature must be such that the way we pay attention to it makes a difference is 
thus not a definition of nature as knowable. Knowability is precisely what denies 
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the gist of Whitehead’s realist commitment, that is, the need to pay attention and 
the risk associated with the question of the “due” attention to be paid.

Very often philosophers’ initial commitment strangely enough results in 
the production of some master-key, as is the case for instance with the famous 
cogito ergo sum. Descartes took the cogito as his only ground for certainty and 
it finally gave him the means to escape all uncertainty and proceed to the finally 
rational conquest of everything that is to be known. In contrast, Whitehead’s 
generalities, as organized around the concept of nature, are crafted in order 
not to conquer anything, but rather to resist any demand that we define reality 
independently of how it matters for us, of the kind of attention we pay to it. More 
generally, Whiteheadian realism aims at constraining our abstract definitions 
never to deny what they require. If any natural knowledge is situated by the 
kind of attention we pay, by how we discriminate what matters and what does 
not, it must never authorize abstractions that would deny the importance of 
such attention or discrimination, that is, which would erase situatedness and 
claim anonymous validity. I would propose that this is an ethical point that 
characterizes all Whiteheadian abstractions.

The craft of Whitehead’s answer as opposed to the Cartesian conquest—give 
me a hold and I will define the world, God included—makes the difference 
between jumping off the ground and mysteriously acquiring speculative wings 
and the power of surveying the whole landscape. Jumping is not made for the 
thinker to fly over, but rather—as with his famous image of the airplane flight—
to land again with renewed attention and imaginative questions. And this also 
means that the ground itself, upon which the airplane lands, has gained the 
power to call for a new flight. In Concept of Nature, Whitehead insisted that he 
would stop right at the point where questions become interesting—which is also 
where the question of the attention due to nature, the question of “the order of 
nature” as we try to understand it, begins.

The order of nature is what scientists put faith in when they do not just proceed 
by generalization from observed facts but struggle to have these facts testify to 
a more general functioning that would characterize nature. That is, when they 
are realist. “Commonsensical” realists, the critic sniggers, insisting that this 
order and the abstractions it authorizes are what we impose on a mute reality. 
However, empowering common sense should not mean taking the side of the 
scientists as they themselves claim to get exclusive access to the order of nature. 
It rather means empowering common sense to resist the fallacy of “misplaced 
concreteness” which gives scientific abstractions their authority and forgets that 
the order of nature is not primordially a matter of knowledge, but also what the 
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maintaining of bodily life requires and what interpretive perception trusts, for 
better and worse. The ground for the new flight has gained the power to demand 
that any abstraction be situated by what we have learned to pay due attention to. It 
demands that we take care of our “modes of abstractions.”32 Another Fiat, another 
throw of the dice, a very different jump are needed.

For its own sake!

Organisms are, as we know, the answer proposed in Science and the Modern 
World to the question of the order of nature, this follows, once again, from an 
operation of dramatization. A new cry has resounded: “value is the intrinsic 
reality of an event.” Events are no longer what we are aware of as “passing,” 
and as gone when they are gone. “Events are the emergence into actuality of 
something,”33 a “realization” which is in itself “the attainment of value.”34 But 
having value means “being something that exists for its own sake.”35 The term 
“event,” and the inherent transitoriness it conveys, now affirms—against the 
abstractions derived from physics—the difference between an attainment and 
something that would subsist by itself. Value as the intrinsic reality of what 
participates in the order of nature demands that no self-sustaining continuity 
be taken for granted. As Lewis Carroll’s Red Queen said “it takes all the running 
you can do, to keep in the same place.”

Organism is the generic name given to “that which endures.” Value, as it 
corresponds to the mode of achievement of what endures, means first of all 
partiality, the drawing together in its own selected mode of the larger whole 
in which each enduring being is situated. Each such being is thus “limited, 
obstructive, intolerant, infecting its environment with its own aspects.”36 
What does an organism require in order to endure? Will the larger whole be 
“patient” with regard to the obstinate and intolerant way an organism infects 
it by its requirements, to the partial, selected role an organism assigns to it? 
As they make continuing endurance an achievement, organisms promote such 
irreducibly pragmatic questions as primordial, determining which kind of 
attention is relevant.

Whitehead’s proposing of organisms as a unifying concept may be correlated 
to the task he assigned to philosophy—to take care of our modes of abstraction. 
The choice of terms such as attainment, infection, or patience is deliberately 
crafted to call for intuition, against the authority of explanation. The fact of 
endurance (or lack of endurance) comes first as any explanation or justification 
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requires the endurance of what they claim to explain: not only the explanation 
but the very characterization of what is to be explained are indeed relative to 
what endurance makes matter. Explanation is thus one type of concern among 
others, relevant only (as is the case in physics) when endurance may be taken 
for granted. The general case is that addressing some being as real is a matter of 
speculative concern. What does this being require so as to be itself? What might 
disrupt its way of enduring?

Each science confronts distinct contrasts between patience and impatience. 
Such a contrast is dominant in historical, psychological, and social sciences, 
while trust in endurance shapes the abstractions and explanations of physics. 
But organisms were named to indicate the now privileged position of biology, 
where endurance is exhibited as an achievement, where mutual infection is 
the rule and the patience/impatience contrast is transformed into entangled 
patterns of mutually “intra-actions,” to borrow Karen Barad’s term.37 When the 
developing embryo is concerned, this contrast is even woven into a dramatic 
plot, the unfolding of which contemporary biologists are just beginning to 
discover.

Scientists’ claim for realism is thus verified, but not as a generality, only 
inasmuch as they are concerned about learning from the organism “as such,” not 
when they proceed for the sake of objective knowledge, imposing upon what 
they address demands and operations that disrupt its own way of existing for 
its own sake. However, the knowledge of how to disrupt is also precious, even 
an end in itself for the police inquirer interrogating a suspect, for the marketing 
man wishing people to buy what they do not need, for political activists trying 
to activate citizens’ impatience, or for the therapists helping somebody to escape 
an enduring sufferance. Organisms do not privilege our concern for “realist 
knowledge,” but rather groping, speculative experimentation, such as when one 
gets acquainted with somebody, with her zones of robustness and her zones of 
fragility. Whatever the practical concern, however, attention, and learning the 
kind of attention which is due are required.

In Process and Reality, Whitehead still occasionally named his philosophy the 
“philosophy of organism.” This is sufficient testimony to the fact that the new, 
openly speculative, flight he was attempting there is called for by the renewed 
attention and imaginative questions organisms elicit but cannot provide. 
However, whatever the occasional attempts Whitehead will make to extend 
the use of “organism,” the answer to this call will result in the divorce of what 
the organism of Science and the Modern World bound together: endurance and 
value. Endurance will now designate societies, a derivative notion only because 
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it characterizes a nexus, that is, a gathering, and not a real togetherness. Real 
togetherness and value concern now the only res verae, the only beings that 
function “for their own sake”: actual entities. And actual entities, including God, 
are very precisely what cannot be characterized as obstructive or intolerant. The 
dice have been thrown again.

I am aware that some Whitehead scholars consider Whitehead’s speculative 
proposition defective. Not only would his speculative philosophy be incurably 
atomic, but even less able than physics to account for the enduring and obstinate 
thingness of things. Indeed actual occasions are essentially transient. Certainly, 
when they perish as subjects they are not gone, as are the events of Concept of 
Nature. But once they have passed into objective immortality, they are available 
to appropriation, that is, they are at the mercy of new occasions, which will have 
to take them into account, but will be free to determine how they will do so. This 
seems a direct denial of common sense.

Or rather it would be if philosophical concepts were meant to satisfy some 
version of common sense knowledge, promoting it to the status of nec plus ultra 
authority after it has been nicely purified. But for Whitehead, philosophical 
concepts have no authority. Their justification is the way they activate the 
welding of common sense and imagination.

The introduction of the new name, “society,” for what endures may well 
be indicative of how this welding is now to be activated. Endurance and the 
order of nature are no longer the focus, even if they are required, giving their 
“social environment” to occasions. What matters now, as it matters for moral, 
social, and historical inquiries, is rather exhibited by conflicts, hope and despair, 
rebellion and repression, claims and doubts, propagation of new ideas and 
justifications of their silencing by the need to defend society. And a new cry 
resounds, dramatizing what has become Whitehead’s speculative commitment: 
“No reason, internal to history can be assigned why that flux of forms, rather than 
another flux, should have been illustrated. . . . The ultimate freedom of things, 
lying beyond all determinations, was whispered by Galileo – E pur si muove – 
freedom for the inquisitors to think wrongly, for Galileo to think rightly, and for 
the world to move in despite of Galileo and inquisitors.”38

The ultimate freedom of things, the definition of each res vera as causa sui, 
is not a matter of knowledge. It is rather our “experience of responsibility, 
of approbation or of disapprobation, of self-approval or of self-reproach, of 
freedom, of emphasis”39 which is the ground calling for a new dramatization. 
And again the point will not be to empower some commonsense claim that “we” 
are ultimately free. Such a claim is a philosophical one, turning an important 
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experience into the foundation for a judgment. Kant made this perfectly clear 
when he argued that the subject must be postulated as free in order to be 
addressed in terms of the indictment “You should not have. . . .” The equivalent 
scene in our culture, whatever its promotion of freedom and responsibility, 
turns the Kantian “postulates” into a matter of concern, as witnessed by the 
messy evaluation of responsibility and “mitigating circumstances” during a 
judicial trial. Empowering common sense, here, is to resist any purification 
of what is messy, any explaining away either by those scientists whose favorite 
sport is the denial of freedom or by philosophers who mobilize it as leverage 
for moral judgment (you should not have done this . . .). Despite scientists, the 
way our immediate experience appropriates the past it inherits is for itself to 
decide, for its own sake. Despite the moral inquisitors, the existential import 
of (enduring) individual freedom or responsibility is not constitutive but 
circumstantial, depending on the manner of this appropriation—Hands off ! 
as William James wrote.40

The metaphysical standpoint

When, in his final additions to Science and the Modern World, Whitehead 
presented the operation of dramatization he was initiating and which Process 
and Reality would complete, he defined it in terms of a constraint that would 
transform what are for us matters of concern—organisms and the order of 
nature, for instance—into particular applications. Adopting what he called the 
“metaphysical standpoint” in the two new chapters “Abstraction” and “God,” he 
wrote: “we will forget the peculiar problems of modern science, and will put 
ourselves at the standpoint of a dispassionate consideration of the nature of 
things.”41 Dispassionate consideration does not refer to a vision of truth beyond 
the illusions produced by passion or partiality at all. It does not demand a 
disavowal of passion, accepting in a dispassionate way what Whitehead called 
“the multifariousness of the world,” a world where “the fairies dance, and Christ 
is nailed to the cross,”42 and where philosophers claim we are prisoners of 
Plato’s cave. Whatever our many ways to access what we call reality, they are all 
passionate as they all imply learning how to pay due attention, and accessing 
metaphysical reality is no different. The cry of Whitehead claiming freedom for 
Galileo, the inquisitors and the world passionately and partially commits him 
to “forgetting” peculiar problems that would otherwise require due attention. It 
commits him to the mode of dramatization he will call “speculative.”
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The very fact that it is already in the first chapter of Process and Reality, 
where he made explicit the speculative character of his “essay in cosmology,” 
that Whitehead attributed the aim of welding common sense and imagination 
to philosophy as such is also indicative that here the welding operation will 
not aim only at restraining “modern” theories, marked by the repudiation of 
common sense and the objective/subjective bifurcation. What is at stake with 
the ultimate freedom of things is the passionate adventure of philosophy itself, 
leading us back to Plato, who defined philosophy against sophists, and reason 
as what should entitle philosophers to rule the city (or at least to educate and 
counsel the ruler).

But if Whitehead wrote that all philosophy is footnotes to Plato,43 including 
his own, it means that for him this first polemical definition of philosophy is 
not what defines Plato’s text. In Adventure of Ideas Plato appears as the one who 
defined human soul by “the enjoyment of its creative function, arising from its 
entertaining of ideas”.44 We could even say that for Whitehead, footnotes to Plato 
are footnotes to the first philosophical creation, both and inseparably the creation 
of the concept of Idea and of the concept of soul (Platonic soul) as made alive by 
the erotic power of Ideas. But then comes a caveat. Whitehead remarks that after 
The Symposium Plato should have written “a companion dialogue which might 
have been named The Furies, dwelling on the horrors lurking within imperfect 
realization.”45 In other words, together with philosophy came the “weary” task 
of civilizing philosophy, and of also civilizing those other children of Ideas, 
scientists, or theologians for instance, who were also turned by the “imperfect 
realization” of an Idea into crusaders and prosecutors of what they despised as 
fetishes or illusions. In this sense the method of training professionals was the 
institution of the “furious” character of progress.

Adopting what he called a “metaphysical standpoint” in order to dare to 
embark on an openly speculative adventure, Whitehead did not dream the usual 
philosophical dream of converting everybody to philosophical ideas. Rather, 
he designed a “system” that would civilize philosophy itself: that would enable 
philosophers to learn the craft of welding ideas with common sense, engaging 
common sense in the adventure of a world in the making. If any word is “mutely 
appealing for an imaginative leap,”46 Process and Reality’s concepts do so loudly, 
as none has meaning as such, but only as part of the conceptual system, which 
Whitehead characterizes as a matrix. Matrix should not be understood in a 
generative sense, but rather in a sense that is both mathematical and pragmatic. 
The matrix is in itself devoid of meaning, it is crafted in particular not to be 
normative. Consequences are associated with its use only in the welding it brings 
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about. And this time the welding concerns what may be called philosophers’ 
common sense, activating the experience of the “erotic,” passionate adventure 
of ideas all too often stymied by the image of philosophy as the road to some 
transcendent truth beyond human illusions, that is also, of philosophers as the 
spokespersons of universality.

This is why the derivative character of the obstinate endurance of organisms 
is not to be identified with the result of a jump toward some hidden reality, the 
res verae, behind the scene. The first definition of res verae is that they are the 
creatures of creativity, while the first definition of creativity is that it is what must 
be equally and without privilege exemplified by any of its creatures. “Any” is the 
challenge to be dramatized by the metaphysical standpoint, and this challenge 
requires from us philosophers the highest degree of partiality, resisting our most 
cherished habits of thought, leaving no stone unturned, particularly those which 
would verify some of our peculiar interests.

This may be related to what Bruno Latour called “irreduction”: from the 
metaphysical standpoint, nothing can ever be explained in terms of a more 
general cause or principle. All our “thuses” and our “therefores” are productions, 
exemplifying creativity. No general reason will ever be invoked which would 
legitimate, justify, or explain “the course of things” or introduce a short-cut 
which would typically result in giving peculiar privilege to some selected idea, 
that is, in its dangerously imperfect realization. Such a commitment finds its 
expression in the ontological principle: “no actual entity, then no reason”47 
and the exacting character of this principle is verified by the major revisions 
it imposed in the writing of Process and Reality, resulting in the concept of a 
God as a creature of creativity carefully, craftily separated from any power to 
encroach upon the “ultimate freedom of things” but required by what keeps 
its importance from the metaphysical standpoint because without it to adopt 
such a standpoint would have been meaningless. It is not so as to skip over the 
peculiarity of our passionate interests that Whitehead adopted it, but rather to 
answer the call for a civilized realization of ideas. God is then part of the answer. 
What Whitehead named God is in itself an example of civilized realization of 
an Idea that unleashed countless furies. And his functioning as the “organ of 
novelty”48 calls for a process of civilization that requires the welding of common 
sense with imagination, not consensus about some unifying common good. 
What Whitehead’s God makes possible in metaphysical terms is also what the 
realization of Whitehead’s idea of God induces: the trust that contradictions can 
be turned into contrasts, the appetite for a way to realize ideas that does justify 
subtraction or eradication, rather adds relevant novelty to the world.



Speculative Philosophy and the Art of Dramatization 213

An unfinished task?

The flight of the aeroplane is an open adventure. The characterization of the 
three successive operations of dramatization I have sketched is itself a highly 
simplified version of a much more intricate story, reconstructed by Lewis Ford, 
but they emphasize the irreducible plurality of the Fiat that inseparably makes 
itself the respondent to a call and dramatizes it into a cry demanding an answer 
which is also a creation. And each Whiteheadian Fiat, as I have interpreted 
them, dramatizes a call muttered by common sense under the attack of theory. 
Muttered, not proclaimed, as the point is not to “take sides” with particular 
common sense convictions, but to empower common sense to resist the 
injunction that “attention must not be paid” to some aspects of experience.

Did Whitehead achieve the task I attribute him? I long thought that at the 
end of his life Whitehead enjoyed the “wonder that remains” after he had “done 
his best.”49 In Modes of Thought, indeed one does not “feel” the operation of 
dramatization, the demanding commitment following a Fiat. One rather enjoys 
the unfolding of a “mode of thought.” And one may hypothesize that this explains 
the blurring of strict conceptual distinctions, such as the one between Life and 
societies, in favor of a deeply poetic rendering that celebrates life as “absolute self-
enjoyment, creative activity, aim,”50 all characteristics that previously belonged 
to actual entities.

However, I have recently come to consider a particular passage at the end 
of “Nature Alive,” the text of a lecture delivered 4 years before the ones which 
compose the major part of Modes of Thought. In this passage, we meet a quasi-
programmatic statement, in terms of three successive “if we stress” bearing on 
the process shaping a wealth of material that are so many subjective reactions to 
the environment into unity, which is individual enjoyment. The first “if we stress” 
may refer to the order of nature; the second, to the metaphysical standpoint as 
actualized in Process and Reality. But it is the third one which suddenly made me 
wonder: “If we stress the role of the conceptual anticipation of the future whose 
existence is a necessity in the nature of the present, this process is the teleological 
aim at some ideal in the future.”51

The three appearances of “if we stress” are meant to be complementary, not 
contradictory. Actual occasions do not contradict organism and it is easy to 
argue that in some way an anticipation of the future belongs to the concept 
of actual entities. This is all the less surprising given that the importance of 
the future was never absent from Whitehead’s writing, and he used every 
opportunity to give it a place.52 But the third, and distinct, “if we stress” seems 
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to imply that stressing the process as “self-creation,” as is the case in Process of 
Reality, precludes stressing it as teleological aim.

The point is “stressing,” that is “dramatizing.” Whitehead remarks that “the 
aim at the future is an enjoyment in the present,” that is, at first sight, that the 
actual entity’s self-enjoyment as characterized in Process and Reality perfectly fits 
the bill. But the triple “if we stress” led me to realize that anticipation is “saved,” 
not “dramatized” in Process and Reality. Indeed the ultimate freedom of things, 
the fact that no reason can be assigned to a particular “flux of forms” (which, 
Whitehead notes, follows from the ontological principle) rather disqualify most 
versions of teleological aims. Whitehead’s conceptual construction “saves” the 
future at the price of its “privatization,” assigning it to the private becoming of 
the subject aiming at its own self-determination. Even the characterization of 
the aim of God does not stress the future but intensity in the present. God is 
never gifted with any kind of long-term vision.

It can be hypothesized that Whitehead first thought that he would be able to 
give conceptual anticipation of the future its own rightful role in his metaphysical 
construction. But when the ontological principle claimed all its consequences 
and the Category of Reversion was abolished, the relevant character of novelty 
came to depend upon God. But any association of God with a teleological aim 
would have endangered the stress on self-creation. It would have introduced the 
possibility of a normative perspective whereby this self-creation may be judged 
in the terms of the aim it cooperated, or failed to cooperate, with. The direct 
association of God and teleology would have been like “throwing a match into 
the powder magazine.”53

When Whitehead wrote about the necessity of the anticipation of the 
future in the present, I would thus suspect that he was hearing common sense 
muttering about, calling for, a new flight that would dramatize what has only 
been “saved” in Process and Reality. A new Fiat, a new throw of the dice was 
necessary. A new task was awaiting Whitehead, the civilization of an adventure 
which would no longer be that of metaphysics, but perhaps rather that of 
romance, directly speaking to the heart and imagination of the reader.

I have thus come to read the Preface to Modes of Thought—where Whitehead 
evokes a book “such as the present one,” which he meant to publish 4 years 
earlier but never did because of various circumstances—in a new light. If we 
take into account the previous Whiteheadian story of the transition from a 
collection of conferences to a book, we may well ask if a rather different book 
than Modes of Thought as it was finally published was not then in the first stages 
of its conception.
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“It is true that we cannot imagine a great philosopher of whom it could not 
be said that he has changed what it means to think; he has ‘thought differently’ 
(as Foucault put it). When we find several philosophies in the same author, is it 
not because they have changed plane and once more found a new image? We 
cannot be unaware of Biran’s complaint when he was near to death: ‘I feel a 
bit too old to start the construction again’. ”54 My last, unverified, hypothesis—
that Whitehead felt a bit too old or weary to be able to start the construction 
again—entails a dramatic distinction between the philosopher’s conviction and 
the art of dramatization. As he had written, “value is the outcome of limitation”: 
a construction does not submit to the idea of its author but has demands of its 
own, heard only in the very process of realization of this idea. I would personally 
guess that some keys to the new articulation to be constructed between aim and 
life as a creative process reside in such elliptic, concentrated formulas as “the aim 
is at the enjoyment belonging to the process,”55 but the dramatization of the many 
consequences demanded by such formulae is undeveloped. In Modes of Thought, 
the ground gets full power to call out for a new jump, and the orientation of the 
jump is rather clearly perceptible, but what Deleuze calls a witch’s flight,56 the 
effective creation of the concepts that answer the call, remained in the domain 
of real potentialities.

If I am right our task is probably not to try and do it “as he would have done 
it”—what a creator left unfinished will never be finished. Maybe we should 
remember instead what made Whitehead such a particular philosopher, one 
whose career is a living testimony to the erotic power of ideas—let us remember 
he never presented himself as a philosopher before becoming one because 
the problems he encountered demanded it. Presenting himself together with 
the problems the dramatization of which empowered him to create concepts 
is what Whitehead never stopped doing, and in so doing, he was both true 
to the ingrained claim of philosophical concepts to universality, and able to 
explicitly situate them as belonging to an adventure, all the more demanding 
as it does not pretend to transcend its status of “footnotes to Plato.” This may 
be the best way to civilize philosophy as, since Plato, it has been oscillating 
between The Symposium and the Furies who surround it – to “realize” ideas 
in a manner that does not demand warring agains illusion. This at least, in 
a time of disarray bordering on despair, is a way to continue philosophy as 
a perhaps foolish “adventure of hope”—a hope referring not to philosophy’s 
own lights but to its possible participation in reclaiming the trust we lack in 
the capacity of common sense to enjoy belonging to the process Whitehead 
called civilization.
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