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I. ANW, Comments on Epoch and Character, Adventures of Ideas, p.125 

 

Every epoch has its character determined by the way its populations react to the material 

events which they encounter. This reaction is determined by their basic beliefs—by their 

hopes, their fears, their judgments of what is worthwhile. They may rise to the greatness 

of an opportunity, seizing its drama, perfecting its art, exploiting its adventure, mastering 

intellectually and physically the network of relations that constitutes the very being of the 

epoch. On the other hand, they may collapse before the perplexities confronting them. 

How they act depends partly on their courage, partly on their intellectual grasp. [The 

thinking of those members of society who attempt the most comprehensive 

understanding] is an attempt to clarify those fundamental beliefs which finally determine 

the emphasis of attention that lies at the base of character. 

 

 

II. ANW, Conclusion from the address Whitehead gave as President of the 

Mathematical Association of England in 1916 

 

“The essence of education is that it be religious….  A religious education is an education 

which inculcates duty and reverence.  Duty arises from our potential control over the 

course of events.  Where attainable knowledge could have changed the issue, ignorance 

has the guilt of vice.  And the foundation of reverence is this perception, that the present 

holds within itself the complete sum of existence, backwards and forwards, that whole 

amplitude of time, which is eternity.” 

 

 

III.  Alfred North Whitehead, Peace, “Adventures of Ideas,” Chapter 20, Section 

III-IV 

 

The Peace that is here meant is not the negative conception of anaesthesia.  It is a positive 

feeling which crowns the ‘life and motion’ of the soul.  It is hard to define and difficult to 

speak of.  It is not a hope for the future nor is it an interest in present details.  It is a 

broadening of feeling due to the emergence of some deep metaphysical insight, 

unverbalized and yet momentous in its coordination of values.  Its first effect is the 

removal of the stress of acquisitive feeling arising from the soul’s preoccupation with 

itself.  Thus Peace carries with it a surpassing of personality. There is an inversion of 

relative values. It is primarily a trust in the efficacy of beauty.  It is a sense that fineness 

of achievement is as it were a key unlocking treasures that the narrow nature of things 

would keep remote.  There is thus involved a grasp of infinitude, an appeal beyond 

boundaries.  Its emotional effect is the subsidence of turbulence which inhibits. More 

accurately, it preserves the springs of energy, and at the same time masters them for the 

avoidance of paralyzing distractions. The trust in the self-justification of Beauty 

introduces faith, where reason fails to reveal the details. 

  

The experience of Peace is largely beyond the control of purpose.  It comes as a gift.  The 

deliberate aim at Peace very easily passes into its bastard substitute, Anaesthesia. In other 
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words, in the place of a quality of ‘life and motion’, there is substituted their destruction.  

Thus, Peace is the removal of inhibition and not its introduction. It results in a wider 

sweep of conscious interest.  It enlarges the field of attention.  Thus Peace is self-control 

at its widest, at the width where the ‘self’ has been lost and interest has been transferred 

to coordinations wider than personality.  Here the real motive interests of the spirit are 

meant, and not the superficial play of discursive ideas. Peace is helped by such superficial 

width, and also promotes it.  In fact, it is largely for this reason that Peace is so essential 

for civilization. It is the barrier against narrowness. One of its fruits is that passion whose 

existence Hume denied, the love of mankind as such. 

 

SECTION IV. The meaning of Peace is most clearly under-stood by considering it in its 

relation to the tragic issues which are essential in the nature of things. Peace is the 

understanding of tragedy, and at the same time its preservation. 

 

We have seen that there can be no real halt of civilization in the indefinite repetition of a 

perfected ideal. Staleness sets in. And this fatigue is nothing other than the creeping 

growth of anaesthesia, whereby that social group is gradually sinking towards 

nothingness. The defining characteristics are losing their importance. There may be no 

pain or conscious loss. There is merely a slow paralysis of surprise. And apart from 

surprise, intensity of feeling collapses. 

 

Decay, Transition, Loss, Displacement belong to the essence of the Creative Advance. 

The new direction of aim is initiated by Spontaneity, an element of confusion. The 

enduring Societies with their rise, culmination, and decay, are devices to combine the 

necessities of Harmony and Freshness. There is the deep underlying Harmony of Nature, 

as it were a fluid, flexible support; and on its surface the ripples of social efforts, 

harmonizing and clashing in their aims at ways of satisfaction. The lower types of 

physical objects can have a vast endurance of inorganic life. The higher types, involving 

animal life and the dominance of a personality primarily mental, preserve their zest by 

the quick succession of stages from birth, culmination, to death. As soon as high 

consciousness is reached, the enjoyment of existence is entwined with pain, frustration, 

loss, tragedy. Amid the passing of so much beauty, so much heroism, so much daring, 

Peace is then the intuition of permanence. It keeps vivid the sensitiveness to the tragedy; 

and it sees the tragedy as a living agent persuading the world to aim at fineness beyond 

the faded level of surrounding fact. Each tragedy is the disclosure of an ideal: What might 

have been, and was not: What can be. The tragedy was not in vain. This survival power in 

motive force, by reason of appeal to reserves of Beauty, marks the difference between the 

tragic evil and the gross evil. The inner feeling belonging to this grasp of the service of 

tragedy is Peace—the purification of the emotions. 
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