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Introduction

According to Alfred North Whitehead’s process metaphysics, the aesthetic continuum of Nature is an organization of perspectives, whereby each occasion is akin to a Leibnizian perspective, monad, or metaphysical point, each functioning as a living mirror that reflects the entire universe from its own unique standpoint as a microcosm of the macrocosm. Part I analyzes the metaphysical perspectivism underlying Whitehead’s ecological concept of nature. In this section there is also a brief consideration of how Whitehead’s perspectivism illuminates the Japanese aesthetic concept of nature as visualized by the poetic metaphor of Indra’s Net, wherein an event is likened to a brilliant jewel reflecting the whole cosmos from its own viewpoint. Part II examines Whitehead’s perspectivism as reformulated by George Herbert Mead, and later by Lawrence Kohlberg and Jurgen Habermas, into an ethical procedure for moral perspective-taking, whereby free moral agents learn to put themselves into the perspectives of others in the community. Part III sets forth my own thesis, whereby it is suggested that the above procedure for moral perspective-taking can be used as the basis for a new environmental ethics and aesthetics. 

I. WHITEHEADIAN PERSPECTIVISM
[A] The metaphysical doctrine of Perspectives was introduced into modern western thought by the seventeenth-century philosopher/mathematician G. W. F. Leibniz (1646-1716). In his Mondadology, Leibniz argues that the universe is not an absolute One, but is instead an irreducible plurality of monads, metaphysical points, or perspectives, each of which constitutes a “living mirror of the universe” (1973, 263). For Leibniz, each perspective mirrors the totality as a microcosm of the macrocosm from its own viewpoint, so that the divine glory of nature is “multiplied perspectively” (1973, 263). Leibniz suggests an ecological view of nature as a system of perspectives, when he writes that each monadic organism can be viewed “as like a garden full of plants, and like a pond full of fish. But every branch of a plant, every member of the animal, and every drop of the fluids within it, is also such a garden or such a pond” (1973, 266).  

In the twentieth-century, Leibniz’s perspectivism was revived by the philosopher/mathematician A. N. Whitehead, so that the idea of perspectives was adopted as a key metaphysical principle in his categoreal scheme
. Influenced by Leibniz, Whitehead articulates an ecological vision of nature as an aesthetic continuum wherein all relational events are self-creative occasions of experience which arise through interpenetration of disjunctive multiplicity into conjunctive unity so as to both contain and pervade the whole continuum as a novel aesthetic perspective of the universe
. Whitehead first explicitly outlines his concept of nature as an organization of perspectives in Science and the Modern World (1925). In this work he cites the empirical testimony provided by Romantic nature poets as an argument on behalf of a philosophy of organism, which rejects the separation of facts from values in modern scientific materialism. The philosophy of organism instead holds that beauty or aesthetic value is intrinsic to the perspective framed by each occasion by virtue of the presence of the whole in each part: “Both Shelly and Wordsworth emphatically bear witness that nature cannot be divorced from aesthetic values, and that these values arise from the cumulation, in some sense, of the brooding presence of the whole on to its various parts” (SMW 88). Whitehead thus critically undermines the mechanistic Cartesian-Newtonian concept of nature as a meaningless flux of atomic substances devoid of value as held by scientific materialism based on the fallacy of vacuous actuality. In contrast, he articulates an ecological concept of nature as an organization of aesthetic perspectives with intrinsic value. 

In Whitehead’s organic process metaphysics the Leibnizian idea of a perspective,monad, or metaphysical point, is described as an activity of prehensive unification:

This unity of a prehension defines itself as a here and a now and the things so gathered into the grasped unity have essential reference to other places and other times. For Berkeley’s mind, I substitute a process of prehensive unification. (SMW 69)

For Whitehead, the monad is no longer a windowless substance devoid of relationships as for Leibniz, but is now conceived as an interactive event arising by a creative synthesis that unifies the given field of relationships from its own standpoint into a novel aesthetic perspective of nature through prehensive unification:

In the first place, note that the idea of simple location has gone. The things which are grasped into a realized unity, here and now, are not the castle, the cloud, and the planet simply in themselves: but they are the castle, the cloud, and the planet from the standpoint, in space and time, of the prehensive unification. In other words, it is the perspective of the castle over there from the standpoint of the unification here. (SMW 70)

Tracing his idea of perspectives to Leibniz’s monads, he writes:

You will remember that the idea of perspectives is quite familiar in philosophy. It was introduced by Leibniz, in the notion of his monads mirroring perspectives of the universe. I am using the same notion, only I am toning down his monads into the unified events in space and time. (SMW 70)

Whitehead goes on to clarify how his reformulation of Leibniz’s doctrine of monads as perspectives mirroring nature from their own standpoint, thereby involves the abandonment of the fallacy of simple location.
My theory involves the entire abandonment of the notion that simple location is the primary way in which things are involved in space-time. In a certain sense, everything is everywhere at all times. For every location involves an aspect of itself in every other location.  Thus every spatio-temporal standpoint mirrors the world. (SMW 91)

Whitehead’s abandonment of “simple location” thus involves an ecological vision of nature as a web-like system of interconnected perspectives, whereupon each perspectival event both causally influences as well as receives influence from all other relational events from its own standpoint of unification within the aesthetic continuum of nature. 


According to the categoreal scheme articulated in Process and Reality (1928), an occasion of experience arises by a process of “concrescence,” or creative synthesis of many into one, so as to unify the whole aesthetic continuum of nature from its own perspective standpoint. During the process of creative synthesis, alternate possibilities and irrelevant data are eliminated from the illuminated foreground into a remote dark background so as constitute a far-near perspective of the universe: “This fact of the elimination by reason of synthesis is sometimes termed the perspective of the actual world from the standpoint of that concrescence” (PR 219).  

Whitehead further clarifies how his theory of occasions as felt perspectives of nature is a reconstruction of Leibniz’s monads in terms of his organic process metaphysics of becoming and perishing events.
This is a theory of monads: but it differs from Leibniz’s in that monads change. In the organic theory, they merely become. Each monadic creature is a mode of the process of ‘feeling’ the world, of housing the world in one unit of complex feeling, in every way determinate. (PR 80)

He then describes how each monadic occasion is a “perspective standpoint” (PR 67) which both pervades and contains the whole aesthetic continuum of nature, stating: “Thus the continuum is present in each actual entity, and each actual entity pervades the continuum” (PR 67). 


Whitehead further articulates his ecological concept of nature as an aesthetic continuum of overlapping multiple aesthetic perspectives in his penultimate work Modes of Thought (1938). In Chapter IV aptly entitled “Perspective,” he now asserts that each occasion of experience is a “perspective of the universe,” adding: “This notion of perspective of the universe is discussed in my Science and the Modern World “(MT 67). 


For Whitehead, each perspective arises through concrescence or prehensive unification as a process of creative synthesis of diverse multiplicity into novel unity, governed by an aim toward realization of intrinsic value as beauty or aesthetic importance: “The generic aim of process is the attainment of importance” (MT 12). Furthermore, “Morality consists in the control of process so as to maximize importance” (MT 13-14). It is then clarified how perspectival occasions aim toward realization of intrisinc value as importance, understood in the sense of “aesthetic importance” (MT 121).  He states: 

Thus one characterization of [aesthetic] importance is that it is that aspect of feeling whereby a perspective is imposed upon the universe of things felt. ...The two notions of [aesthetic] importance and of perspective are closely intertwined.  (MT 11; italics added)

Moreover, Whitehead identifies the aim at “aesthetic importance” with beauty, now proclaiming: “beauty is a grand fact in the universe” (MT 120). There is also a moral dimension to Whitehead’s ecological vision of nature as an aesthetic continuum of multiple perspectives: “Everything has some [aesthetic] value for itself, for others, and for the whole. By reason of this character, the conception of morals arises” (MT 111). He adds that each aesthetic perspective of the universe as a feeling of the whole in each part is “the intuition of holiness, the intuition of the sacred, which is at the foundation of all religion” (MT 120). Hence, insofar as each self-creative occasion is a novel aesthetic perspective of nature with the intrinsic value of beauty, it warrants poetic admiration and mystic reverence as well as moral concern.


Whitehead explains how a self-creative occasion of experience is a foreground/background or focus/field event that realizes intrinsic value as beauty or aesthetic importance by a process of composition, valuation, gradation, and elimination (MT 89). It is this valuation process of selective attention governed by pragmatic interests that sorts out given initial data into a novel aesthetic perspective of nature, whereby the most relevant data are discriminated in a clear foreground focus of attention, and the less relevant or irrelevant data recede into a vague undiscriminated background field of penumbral darkness (MT 89).

[B] In my book Process Metaphysics and Hua-Yen Buddhism (1982), I argue that Whitehead’s reconstructed Leibnizian doctrine of perspectives elucidates the perspectivism underlying Hua-yen (J. Kegon, 華厳) Buddhist philosophy, wherein nature is a system of perspectives reflecting totality from a point of view.  This Sino-Japanese Kegon view of nature as a system of perspectives was itself incorporated into Zen (禅), Pure Land (浄土), and Shingon (真言) schools of Japanese Buddhism, as well as the modern Japanese philosophy of Nishida Kitarô and the Kyoto school. The Kegon teaching of “nonobstructed interpenetration between the whole and the parts” (J. riji muge, 理事無礙) is depicted by the poetic metaphor of Indra’s Net, whereby all relational events are likened to shining jewels reflecting all the other jewels in the net from the standpoint of their own perspective. 

In the tradition of Zen sumie monochrome inkwash landscape paintings characterized by the aesthetic ideal of yûgen (幽玄) or the beauty of shadows, the Kegon teaching of interpenetration between part and whole is depicted by visible phenomena shading off into an invisible dark void of nothingness. Moreover, in Zen inkwash paintings, this part-whole, organism/environment, foreground-background, or microcosm-macrocosm patterning of events in nature is depicted by its characteristic three planes of depth: a clear foreground, vague midground, and dark background of enveloping pictorial space, technically called the “far-near perspective” (enkinhô, 遠近法). 

Whitehead gives a similar account of an aesthetic perspective of the universe and its imaginative expression in the penumbral beauty of art. 

The finite focus of clarity fades into an environment of vagueness stretching into the darkness of what it merely beyond. ... In this way the immediacy of finite existence refuses to be deprived of that infinitude of extension which is its perspective. (MT 83) 
It is thus my view that both Whitehead and Japanese Buddhism articulate an ecological vision of nature as an aesthetic continuum of interpenetrating events, such that each aesthetic event mirrors the whole universe from its own unique perspective as a microcosm of the macrocosm. 

The modern Zen philosophy of Nishida Kitarô (1870-1945) also views nature as a system of monads reflecting totality influenced by Leibniz’s metaphysical notion of a “perspective” (パスペクテイブ). Nishida articulates an ecological view of nature as a web-like matrix of perspectives which combines the perspectivism of Leibniz in the west and Zen/Kegon Buddhism in the east. Describing his concept of the individual self as a Leibnizian monad or metaphysical point constituting a perspective of the universe, Nishida asserts: “This is to be understood in the same sense as the individual which as monad, mirrors the world, and is at the same time a viewpoint of perspective” (IPN 182-3). However, like Whitehead, Nishida deconstructs Leibniz’s reified notion of a monad or perspective as a windowless substance with no relationships, and instead sees the monad as a dynamic interactive event arising through creative unification of its given relationships into a perspective of nature as a microcosm of the macrocosm.  

Elsewhere in his writings, Nishida describes his Leibnizian view of the monad or perspective as follows: 

Our selves are 'creative points' of this world. Leibniz called the monad a metaphysical point, but I think of each individual self as a creative point of the historical world, it extends to the eternal future and to the eternal past as the point of self-determination of the absolute present. (NKZ XI, 135) 

According to Nishida’s modern Zen philosophy of nothingness, a dependently coarisen event is like the "metaphysical point" or monad of Leibniz's monadology, wherein each monad is conceived to be a living mirror which reflects the whole universe from its own perspective as a microcosm of the macrocosm. However, in contrast to the deterministic metaphysical point of Leibniz’s perspectivism, Nishida’s perspective is now conceived as a "creative point" (sôzôten, 創造点) functioning to unify the many into the one in the Field (basho, 場所) or matrix of absolute nothingness. Nishida’s reconstruction of Leibniz’s perspectivism with a notion of “creative points” thus approximates Whitehead’s organic process metaphysics of creative advance into novelty, whereby each interactive monad coarises through creative synthesis of multiplicity into unity producing a new perspective of the universe from its own unique standpoint in the continuum of nature. 

II. WHITHEADIAN ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE-TAKING

In my book The Social Self in Zen and American Pragmatism (1994), I have discussed at length how Whitehead’s perspectivism has been developed by the American process philosopher George Herbert Mead, followed by Lawrence Kohlberg and Jurgen Habermas, into a procedure for ethical perspective-taking. Through this procedure of ethical perspective-taking, the autonomous moral agent learns to enter the position of all others in the community to arrive at Kantian categorical imperatives of duty as universally valid ethical norms. 

Mead developed his view of the person as a “social self” arising through individual-society relationships, based on a doctrine of “objective perspectives,” derived primarily from the Leibnizian cosmology of perspectives as reformulated in the organic process metaphysics of Whitehead. Mead holds that what he regards to be most valuable in Whitehead's organic process metaphysics is the doctrine of perspectives worked out in Science and the Modern World (1925). In an essay called "The Objective Reality of Perspectives" included in Philosophy of the Present (1932), Mead explains his use of Whitehead's Leibnizian perspectivism as follows: 

What I wish to pick out of Professor Whitehead's philosophy of nature is this conception of nature as an organization of perspectives. (PP 163) 

Mead further explains that he intends to focus on Whitehead’s “Leibnizian filiation, as it appears in his conception of the perspective as the mirroring in the event of all other events” (PP 164). 

He continues: 

My suggestion was that we find in society and social experience ... an instance of that organization of perspectives ... of Professor Whitehead’s philosophy. (PP 171) 

For Mead the person is a social self arising through organism-environment interaction in a focus/field situation, thus constituting a perspective mirroring both human society and the surrounding environment of nature. He thus speaks of the social self as “the organism and environment in the perspective” (PP 173). According to this perspectival notion of the social self based Whitehead’s Leibnizian theory of perspectives, the social self is akin to a mirror reflecting its surrounding environment of nature from its own unique standpoint. Mead asserts: 

[E]ach individual self within that social process, while it reflects in an organized structure the behavior pattern of that [social] process as a whole, it does so from its own particular and unique standpoint ... just as every monad in the Leibnizian universe mirrors that universe from a different point of view, and thus mirrors a different aspect or perspective of that universe. (PP 226)

Mead develops Whitehead’s Leibnizian perspectivism into a procedure of moral perspective-taking, whereby one can determine if a contested ethical norm is right, fair, and just in a problematic moral situation, only by putting oneself in the position of others in the community affected by the norm. In recent moral philosophy, Kohlberg and Habermas have further elaborated upon Mead’s notion of “role-taking” or “perspective-taking” as a formal procedure for arriving at Kantian universally valid moral norms and categical imperatives of duty. 

Habermas builds upon the insights of Mead’s Whiteheadian/Leibnizian perspectivism in an effort to reformulate Kant’s universalist deontological ethics by grounding moral norms in the dialogical process of intersubjective communication, thereby arriving at what he terms “discourse ethics.” In the method of perspective-taking formulated by Mead and further developed by Habermas, the categorical imperative of Kant, which demands generalizability (or universalizability) for moral norms, cannot be arrived at through a monological procedure conducted by a solitary transcendental subject, but must instead be carried out as a dialogical procedure mounted through open communication and public discourse by an intersubjective community. Mead writes: “Kant’s categorical imperative may be socially stated or formulated or interpreted in these terms, that is, give its social equivalent” (MSS 379). According to Mead, then, the categorical imperative of Kant, whereby an autonomous moral agent legislates universally valid moral norms applicable to everyone, is arrived at by the rational capacity for putting oneself into the perspective of all others in the community affected by those norms.

Mead explains how Kant’s categorical imperative can be socially reformulated through the principle of role-taking or perspective-taking, whereby the rational autonomous moral agent takes on the roles, attitudes and perspectives of others in the entire community, altogether conceived as the “Generalized Other.” 

The universality of our judgments, upon which Kant places so much stress, is a universality that arises from the fact that we take the attitude of the entire community of rational beings. We are what we are through our relationships to others....Sociality gives the universality of our ethical judgments. (MSS 379) 

Habermas’s communication theory as developed in The Theory of Communicative Action, is directly inspired by what he call’s G. H. Mead’s “paradigm shift” from Cartesian subjectivism to an intersubjective model of the social self arising through an I-Me dialectic of communicative interaction between the individual and society (Habermas: 1987, 1-111). According to Habermas, communicative discourse ethics develops “the fundamental idea of moral theory that Lawrence Kohlberg borrowed from G. H. Mead’s communication theory as the notion of ‘ideal role taking’(1990, 121). Habermas goes on to cite Kohlberg’s idea of a hierarchy of developing stages of moral consciousness based on G. H. Mead’s principle of ideal role-taking or perspective-taking: 

Reasons for doing right are needing to be good in one’s own eyes and those of others, caring for others, and because if one puts oneself in the other person’s place one would want good behavior from the self (Golden Rule). (1990, 123; italics added). 

As explained by Habermas, Kohlberg argues for an evolutionary scheme whereby moral consciousness is developed in hierarchical stages through perspective-taking, thus progressing from egocentrism to a decentered or multi-centric viewpoint, whereupon one now learns to enter the diverse perspectives of others in the community. According to Habermas, “Kohlberg justifies the developmental logic of his six stages of moral judgment by correlating them with corresponding sociomoral perspectives” (1990, 128).  Summing up Kohlberg’s developmental scheme, Habermas clarifies that while the lower stages are characterized by egoism having only an individual perspective, higher stages of moral consciousness are characterized by perspectivism as the ability to put oneself into the position of others, which is itself a philosophical equivalent of the Golden Rule. Describing the third stage in his developmental scheme of moral perspective-taking, Kohlberg himself writes:

This stage takes the perspective of the individual in relation to other individuals. ...The person relates points of view through the “concrete Golden Rule,” putting oneself in the other person’s shoes. (cited by Habermas: 1990, 128; italics added)

In his Introduction, Thomas McCarthy clarifies this moral procedure of perspective-taking in Habermas’s discourse ethics when he writes, that “by requiring that perspective-taking be general and reciprocal, builds the moment of empathy into the procedure coming to a reasoned agreement: each must put himself or herself into the place of everyone else in discussing whether a proposed norm is fair to all” (Habermas: 1990, viii-ix).


Here it is significant to note that while Habermas adopts Mead’s ethical procedure for perspective-taking based on the metaphysical perspectivism of Leibniz and Whitehead, at the same time he takes up a postmetaphysical discourse that endeavors to critically deontologize or deconstruct the theory of perspectives, thus to articulate an ethics not grounded in metaphysics. Commenting on two passages cited above wherein Mead traces his procedure of moral perspective-taking to the metaphysical perspectivism of Leibniz and Whitehead, Habermas writes:  

Both of these passages do a good job of presenting the intuition that Mead wants to express; but the ontologizing connections with Leibniz and Whitehead distort its adequate explication, toward which Mead’s own thoughts are pointing. (1992, 186) 


According to Mead’s Whiteheadian perspectivism, and its development by Habermas and Kohlberg, the evolution of moral consciousness beyond egocentrism to a  de-centered viewpoint involves an ethical procedure of ideal role-taking or perspective-taking, whereby one projects through sympathy, imagination and rationality into the diverse multiple perspectives of others in the community, which Mead terms the “Generalized Other.” The autonomous moral agent now arrives at moral decisions by viewing a universalized ethical norm as if to see it from the multiple perspectives of others. There is a hierarchy of developmental stages of moral consciousness based on a process of moral education whereby one learns to take on the roles, attitudes or perspectives of others, and thereby to put themselves in the position of all others in the community affected by a contested ethical norm. Summing up Mead’s development of Whitehead’s Leibnizian perspectivism, Habermas thus argues that universally valid moral norms are achieved through a communication process of perspective-taking or role-taking, whereby the autonomous moral agent can “put himself or herself into the place of everyone else” (1990, ix), “put oneself in the other person’s place” (1990, 123), or “[put] oneself in the other person’s shoes” (1990, 128).  
III. WHITEHEADIAN PERSPECTIVE-TAKING & ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS


In the western philosophical tradition, the writings of Aldo Leopold are widely held to be the main inspiration for environmental ethics
 . Leopold defines ethics in terms of his key notion of “community.” However, whereas previously ethics has confined itself to the relationship between individuals and the human community, Leopold suggests that the field must now be expanded to include a land ethic or environmental ethic, which includes the relation of the individual to the “biotic community” of soil, plants, and animals: “The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land” (1966, 258). Moreover, Leopold argues that the “land ethic” is itself grounded upon a “conservation aesthetic,” stating: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, the stability, and beauty of the biotic community” (1966, 262). As similarly argued by Whitehead, “All order is therefore aesthetic order, and the moral order is merely certain aspects of aesthetic order” (RM 105). It can be said that for Whitehead, as for Leopold, the aesthetic continuum of nature warrants moral concern because it has the intrinsic value of beauty, so that the land ethic is itself based on a land aesthetic. 

For Whitehead, as for Leopold, ethics is grounded upon the notion that the individual is a member of a community of interdependent parts. Also, similar to Leopold, he enlarges the notion of “community” or “society” so that it includes the surrounding environment of living nature. By extending the category of the social beyond human society to the wider society of nature, Whitehead thus formulates the metaphysical groundwork for an environmental ethics: “[T]he Universe achieves its value by reason of its co-ordination into societies, and into societies of societies of societies” (AI 264). Elsewhere he describes his ecological concept of nature as a “community” of interconnected occasions, each constituting an aesthetic perspective of the universe that both pervades and contains the whole community of living nature as a microcosm of the macrocosm: 

Then the actual world is a community of epochal occasions....The epochal occasions are the primary units of the actual community, and the community is composed of the units. But each unit has in its nature a reference to every other member of the community, so that each unit is a microcosm representing in itself the entire all-inclusive universe. (RM 89) 

The ecological concept of nature as an organization of novel aesthetic perspectives articulated in Whitehead’s Modes of Thought can be regarded as a prolegomena to a new metaphysics of morals in general, and to an environmental ethics in particular. With the aim of overcoming the nihilistic concept of nature as a meaningless flux of lifeless substances posited by the Cartesian-Newtonian view of scientific materialism based on the fallacy of vacuous actuality, Whitehead articulates a profoundly ecological vision of living nature as a creative advance toward novelty, wherein each self-creative occasion produces as new aesthetic perspective of the universe with the intrinsic value of beauty. Whitehead here seeks to clarify how each occasion arises out of “concern” (prehension, feeling, sympathy) for all other occasions in the cosmos, so that moral concern is now expanded to include the whole community of interconnected events in the aesthetic continuum of nature: 

Each occasion is an activity of concern in the Quaker sense of the term. ... The occasion is concerned, in the way of feeling and aim, with things that in their own essence lie beyond it ... Thus each occasion, although engaged in its own immediate self-realization, is concerned with the universe. (MT 167)

For Whitehead, each occasion as a novel perspective of the universe warrants moral concern to the degree that it realizes the intrinsic value of beauty, or aesthetic importance. Based on his axiological criterion of realizing aesthetic importance in a perspective, he thus goes on to widen the circle of moral concern beyond human society to the whole community of living nature, including trees, plants and animals, even insects:

The destruction of a man, or of an insect, or of a tree, or of the Parthenon, may be moral or immoral ... Whether we destroy, or whether we preserve, our action is moral if we have thereby safeguarded the [aesthetic] importance of experience... (MT 14-15)

It has been seen how Whiteheadian perspectivism has been reformulated by G. H. Mead, followed by Kohlberg and Habermas, into a stage-structured developmental scheme of moral perspective-taking
. My suggestion here is that if we add a new and yet higher stage of moral consciousness, then perspective-taking is enlarged to include all aesthetic value perspectives in the undivided continuum of nature, including the diverse multiple perspectives of both human and nonhuman animals. This ability to enlarge moral consciousness into the next evolutionary phase of an environmental ethics, thereby to widen the expanding circle of moral concern to all living creatures, is itself enabled by Whitehead’s ecological concept of nature as an organization of multiple aesthetic perspectives.

Whiteheadian perspectivism further establishes the basis for an environmental ethics insofar as it signifies a paradigm shift from an egocentric or anthropocentric to the decentered viewpoint of an eco-centric or bio-centric model of nature based on the moral procedure of perspective-taking. Using the technique of perspective-taking, one learns to project by sympathy and imagination into the diverse multiple perspectives, roles and attitudes of all others in the community of nature. Hence, Whiteheadian perspective-taking overcomes the anthropocentric bias that animal liberationist Peter Singer (2002) calls speciesism, which extends moral consideration only to the human species, by now granting equal moral concern to the position of all animal species in nature, both human and nonhuman—even insects. 

Perspective-Taking in Japanese Art & Literature

Already it has been discussed how the Zen/Kegon teaching of interfusion between part and whole and its expression by the poetic metaphor of Indra’s Net is depicted in Zen inkwash landscape paintings by phenomena in the illuminated foreground shading into a dark background of nothingness, referred to in Japanese aesthetics as the “far-near perspective” (enkinhô, 遠近法).  Now I would like to illustrate the Whiteheadian technique of aesthetic and moral perspective-taking articulated by Mead and others with an example from Japanese theater. As I discuss in Artistic Detachment in Japan and the West, in the traditional Japanese art of Nô theater, the Nô actor aims to realize Zen satori (悟り) or “enlightenment” by cultivating an egoless meditative state of “no-mind” (mushin, 無心), whereupon he puts on a symbolic mask, and takes on the multiple roles, attitudes and perspectives of others. Moreover, the Nô actor learns a dramatic technique for aesthetic and moral perspective-taking called riken no ken (離見の見), the “seeing of detached perception.” In the words of Zeami Motokiyo (1363-1443): 

Your appearance as seen by the audience forms for you your detached perception (riken). What you see your own eyes see is your self-centered perception (gaken) and not the seeing of detached perception (riken no ken). When you exercise your riken no ken, you are of one mind with your audience. (Odin: 2001, 115)　

Hence, by shifting from the ego-centered standpoint of gaken (我見), to the egoless standpoint of riken no ken or the “seeing of detached perception,” the Nô actors learn to view themselves and the whole theatrical performance on stage from the diverse multiple perspectives of others in the audience.

 
Another vivid illustration of this kind of Whiteheadian procedure for aesthetic and moral perspective-taking, which itself leads directly to an ecological vision of nature, along with an environmental ethics and an acknowledgment of animal rights, is to be found in the 1982-95 manga (graphic novel) series, and 1984 animé (animated film), titled Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind by Miyazaki Hayao. Miyazaki’s work is a cautionary tale of apocalyptic destruction in Japan due to biochemical and nuclear war leading toward environmental collapse. In the opening scene, Miyazaki’s shamanic ecofeminist heroine Nausicaa enters the toxic jungle to discover the empty shell of a giant tank-like insect called the “Ohmu.”  The empty shell of a giant Ohmu here makes reference to the ancient Japanese symbol of “impermanence” (mujô, 無常) along with the “sad beauty” (aware, 哀れ) of evanescence depicted by the poetic image of an “empty insect shell” (J. utsusemi (空蝉). When Nausicaa looks through the clear eye lens taken from the empty husk of an Ohmu, she views this toxic jungle from the alternate perspective of an insect, thus to now see the astonishing beauty of the polluted forest. Moreover, by viewing the toxic jungle through the transparent eye lens of an Ohmu and taking on the perspective of an insect, she learns to have sympathetic moral concern for all living creatures in nature. Thus, while humankind declares war against the giant Ohmu insects, Nausicaa becomes their protector and has moral sympathy for their suffering. Here I quote from my essay Down the Abyss: Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind 
:

At the very outset of the story, Nausicaa is under the transparent eye lens from the exoskeleton of an empty Ohmu shell, watching the deadly spores from the giant fungi in the toxic jungle fall like snowflakes, expressing sheer aesthetic delight in their delicate beauty. Moreover, from an ethical standpoint, Nausicaa’s view of the toxic jungle through the lens of an empty Ohmu shell, itself reveals her ability to arrive at moral decisions by seeing nature from the multiple perspectives of others, including the perspective of insects. (Odin: 2010, 261-262)

[image: image1.png]T WONDER WHAT
SORT OF WORLD
OHMU SEES
THROUGH HIS





       Nausicaa’s viewpoint of the toxic jungle from the perspective of an Ohmu.

The Upshot
In this essay I have endeavored to clarify Whitehead’s ecological vision of nature as an organization of multiple aesthetic perspectives with the intrinsic value of beauty, thereby to warrant poetic celebration and religious contemplation as well as moral concern. It has been shown how Whitehead’s Leibnizian perspectivism was elaborated by G. H. Mead, followed by Kohlberg and Habermas, into a developmental scheme of moral consciousness, whereby one advances beyond the egocentrism of an individual perspective to higher stages characterized by ethical perspective-taking, or the technique of putting oneself into the position of others. My suggestion here is that if the procedure of perspective-taking is further developed into a new and yet higher stage of moral consciousness, it can function as the basis for a new environmental ethics and aesthetics.

Hence, my thesis is this: if Mead’s Whiteheadian/Leibnizian perspectivism is extended into an environmental ethics and aesthetics, then by a process of moral education, one learns to sympathetically put oneself into the multiple perspectives of others — not only other persons in the human community, but also others in the whole biotic community of living nature, including the diverse perspectives of plants and animals, even insects
.
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END NOTES

i) In his book  Perspective in Whitehead’s Metaphysics (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1983), Stephen C. Ross argues that Perspective is the key principle in Whitehead’s metaphysical scheme of categories: “Among these principles is one which I believe to be the key to Whitehead’s philosophy—the principle of perspective” (1983, vii). Although Ross’s study is significant in that it underscores the centrality of Perspective in Whitehead’s metaphysics, it has major shortcomings. To start, Ross’s analysis of perspective focuses mostly on Whitehead’s Process and Reality. Also, Ross’s study completely neglects the relation between Whitehead’s principle of perspective, and the realization of aesthetic importance, intrinsic value and beauty, as well as the function of foreground-background perspectives in Whitehead’s philosophy of art. Also, Ross’s book is in fact a sustained effort to radicalize Whitehead’s perspectivism in the relativistic direction of Justus Buchler’s 1966 work Metaphysics of Natural Complexes (2nd edition, Albany: SUNY Press, 1990). Ross’s Buchlerian perspectivism abandons the notion of “ontological priority” for one of ontological parity, whereby everything is equally real in the perspective that it is located. Hence, “processes” and “events” are real in one context or perspective, while “substance” and “matter” are equally real in  other perspectives.





ii) For a contemporary French postmodernist treatment of Leibniz’s perspectivism and its relation to Whitehead’s doctrine of perspectives, see Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 1993).





iii) See Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (1966), especially the capstone essay titled “The Land Ethic.”





iv) Habermas has responded to criticisms that his discourse ethics is anthropocentric, by arguing for a postmetaphysical, non-anthropocentric, Kantian universalist deontological ethics that recognizes our moral and legal duty to protect all vulnerable forms of life capable of suffering, including both human and nonhuman life, thus to support an ecological position for animal rights. See Jurgen Habermas, Justification and Application: Remarks on Discourse Ethics, especially Section 13 of his main essay “Remarks on Discourse Ethics,” pp. 105-111 (Cambridge: The MIT Press,1993). Also, see the discussion of Habermas’s ecological views on animal rights by Eduardo Mendieta in “Interspecies Cosmopolitanism:Toward a Discourse Ethics Grounding of Animal Rights” (in Logos, 2011: Vol. 10, Issue 1). However, in this work Habermas does not develop the case for animal rights based on the notion of extending the procedure of moral perspective-taking so as to put oneself into all perspectives in the community of nature. This has been my own application of Mead’s Whiteheadian/Leibnizian procedure of moral perspective-taking.





v) Miyazaki Hayao, Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind, Vols. 1-7, Studio Ghibli Library Edition. San Francisco: VIZ Media, 2004. The image is from Vol. 1, pg. 7.


 For the original Japanese manga (graphic novel) series, see Miyazaki Hayao, Kaze no tani no Naushika, Vol. 1-7, 1982-1995.  Also, for the animé (animated film) version, see Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind (Kaze no tani no Naushika, 1984).  Studio Ghibli: Directed by Miyazaki Hayao.  





vi) The extension of moral concern “even to insects” is of great significance to the field of ecology. The environmental movement was launched by the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1962). In this book, Carson revealed how nature was being turned into a toxic jungle by the use of DDT and other deadly pesticides in the human’s war against the insects, developed through research in biochemical weapons of mass destruction during World War II. The final sentence of her book reads: “ It is our alarming misfortune that so primitive a science [applied entomology] has armed itself with the most modern and terrible weapons, and that in turning them against the insects it has also turned them against the earth” (p. 297) 
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