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Appendix D: 
Wilber, Whitehead and the Postmodern Condition 

 
In addition to incorporating Whiteheadian process theory into his more recent writings and 

thought, Ken Wilber has also made important critiques on the inability of Whitehead’s process 
philosophy to incorporate the postmodern emphasis on intersubjective components of 
subjectivity. In an appendix to his online article Do Critics Misrepresent My Position1 Wilber 
describes his criticism of Whitehead as “true but partial” and writes of his own thinking as “the 
move from an incomplete dialogical view to an integral/quadratic formulation,” as follows: 

 
As usual, I am not saying that is wrong; I am suggesting it is very partial. The more I 
studied the positive aspects of postmodernism, the more I became convinced that in 
addition to the immediate and monological apprehension of an object by a subject, there 
were types of knowing and experiencing that, although never leaving a grounding in 
immediate experience, were so complex and sophisticated—and involved background 
cultural contexts that never entered awareness as an object that was once subject—that we 
needed to supplement immediate empirical knowing (or even immediate conceptual 
knowing) with interpretive, dialogical, paradoxical, ambiguous, intersubjective awareness, 
an intersubjectivity that is not just a result of the interaction between a prehending subject 
and other prehending subjects, but rather forms the priorly existing space or field in which 
both subject and object arise, after which, the subject then prehends the object in 
Whiteheadian process terms. 

 
The Process Model takes up Brown’s microgenetic theory of cognition, arguably the greatest 

application of Whiteheadian process philosophy to date, and extends his model so that the 
cognition occasion includes the establishment of the intersubjective domain prior to the 
unification of the subject qua subject as the imputation of a central agentic self in a self-system. 

The subjective self arises from an operation of unification after a series of operations 
progressively exteriorizing from an aspectless core. The entirety of the self-system process can 
be seen as a dynamic whole undergoing four undulating phases involving agency, 1) emergence, 
2) withdrawal, 3) projection, 4) unification. A primary agentic drive emerges (1) and then begins 
to withdraw (2) through a process of layering internal-external relations such as affect, image, 
(object)body and (object)world; after which there is a projection (3) of primary agency into other 
world-occasioning bodies, constituting the intersubjective domain; only after which there is a 
primary unification (4) or in eastern terms “imputation” of a subjective self.  

Wilber goes on to say, of the limitations of a process approach: 
 

I am not saying that you can't take a Whiteheadian approach and stretch it to cover strong 
intersubjectivity; I am saying that it is better to start with intersubjectivity and derive 
Whiteheadian process as a limited subset of that prior field. In other words, instead of 
starting with the paradigm of "I see the rock"—which is the apprehension of a Right-Hand 
object by a Left-Hand subject—let us start with a quadratic formulation—which means 

 
1 http://wilber.shambhala.com/html/misc/critics_04.cfm 
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that not just subjects and objects (or interiors and exteriors) go all the way down, but all 
four quadrants go all the way down.  

 
While it is true as Wilber states, that both a strong process approach like Whitehead’s and an 
approach that starts with quadrants or domains can derive the intersubjective, Wilber’s own 
statement emphasizes the primacy of a structural view (“let us start with a quadratic formation”) 
not a process view. However, his argument as laid out above, does not pertain to the Process 
Model. His argument is that Whitehead’s process view starts with “I see the rock,” or with an UL 
perspective. To the extent that Wilber’s interpretation of Whitehead’s starting point is fair (and 
there is an entire dissertation in this one remark), then his critique of a monological starting point 
is true. It is monological to benchmark any one domain in deriving a theory that attempts to 
contextualize all of consciousness. However, it would be a mistake to make the same assumption 
about the Process Model. The Process Model doesn’t start in the UL or the UR or the LL or the 
LR—it starts out at a deeper, lower, more fundamental level than the quadratic framework—in 
the depth and dynamics of a process view.  
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