
PREFACE 

I
f philosophy begins in a certain perplexity towards the world, then per
haps this perplexity is resolved in life. However, in philosophy (as in 

the world ... ), "life" is never a simple affair. More often than not, life is 
understood to be something that, though it is not lived exclusively by hu
man beings, is, however, thought exclusively by human beings. In fact, it 
could even be said that it is this capacity to think that which is lived
sometimes to the point that the two coincide-that has come to tradition

ally define the task of philosophy. 
11 Life11 is a troubling and contradictory concept. Its metamorphic qual

ity is witnessed in the essentialist concept of "life itself
11 

as information, 
in the twofold approach to life as at once scientific and mystical, in the 
return of vitalisms of all types, and in the pervasive politicization of life. 
Today, in an era of biopolitics, it seems that life is everywhere at stake, 
and yet it is nowhere the same. The question of how and whether to value 
life is at the core of contemporary debates over bare life and the state of 
exception. At another level, in our scientific worldview, it seems that life 
is claimed of everything, and yet life in itself is nothing. While biologists 
continue to debate whether or not a virus is living, the advances in genetic 
engineering and artificial life have, in different ways, deconstructed the 
idea that life is exclusively natural or biological. We also live in a time 
in which events at the micro-level are also events at the macro-level: the 
increasing frequency of global pandemics and the prevalence of natural 
disasters are events that are at once local and global, molecular and plane
tary. While human beings or hu1nan groups are obviously involved in such 
events, there is also a sense in which such events are beyond human com
prehension. In short, life is human-centered and yet unhuman-oriented. 

In each of these cases, thought and life approach a horizon of absolute 

ix 
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incommensurability; the thought of life becomes increasingly disjunctive 
with the vague set of phenomena we call "life itself." Where, then, should 

one begin such an inquiry? Too often the concept of life is understood to 
be a specifically modern one, resulting in a rather predictable stratifica
tion: the foundation of biological life, and above it, the ascendant layers 
of human ethical, social, and political life. Such stratified thinking is a 
direct descendant of Aristotle, who organizes life in an ascen9"ing pyramid 
of plant (nutritive; growth and decay), animal (sensate and mobile), and hue 
man (reason, consciousness) forms of life, adding to this the famous "po
litical animal" that is politica1 life. Against this stratification one can ask 
siinple but far-reaching questions: What if life is not reducible to biology
but also not reducible to /{consciousness/' 11spirit," or 1'intellect"? What if 
life is never self-evident in lived experience? However, once one entertains 
these questions, a whole host of other questions present themselves. The 

very concept of life itself begins to dissolve and dissipate, while still re
maining in use and in circulation. What if life is not assmned to reach its 
pinnacle in human life? What if life is only incidentally, and not funda
mentally, an anthropocentric phenomenon? And what if life actually has 
very little to do with the presumed self-evident nature of the living? 

After Life is a book that addresses the ontology of life in Western philoso
phy. It does this not in order to formulate a new or an alternative theory 

of life, but in order to begin articulating a critique of life. That critique 
begins with a proposition and an observation. The proposition is the fol
lowing: Every ontology of "life" thinks of life in terms of something-other
than-life. As we will see, that /{something-other-than-life" is most often a 
metaphysical concept, such as time and temporality, form and causality, 

or spirit and ilnmanence. From this follows an observation, which is re
ally the core of this book: "Life" is not only a problem of philosophy, but 
a problem for philosophy. In other words, life is not only inscribed by re
gional discourses (for instance, theology or biology), but in many instances 

it effects a reversal whereby it describes fundamental ontology, shoring up 
its limits and internal contradictions. Tracing the twists and turns of how 
this happens in philosophy is one of the book's aims. 

Needless to say, undertaking such a project is daunting. There are, to 
begin with, historical and disciplinary issues to consider-the concept 
of the /{life-principle" in Aristotle is markedly different from how it was 

understood by Aquinas, and the entire understanding of life and nature 
dramatically changes when one moves to adjacent fields such as natural 
theology or natural history. There are also formal issues to consider, in the 
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continuities and discontinuities between any two thinkers, be it in terms 
of a debate (for example1 the debate between Aquinas and Duns Scotus on 
the concept of the creature), or in terms of influence (for example, the role 
that Duns Scotus and other Scholastic thinkers play in Gill~s Deleuze's 

h ·1 hy) Finally there is the issue of periodization to consider. Should piosop., .. 
a book that attempts to unpack philosophical reflect10n on hfe also be a 

history of the concept of life? If so, how should one avoi.d the undue ama~s
. of names and books that such a summary necessanly demands? If his-= hh. torical continuity is not an issue, then how should one approac t e issue 
of continuity without assuming that a given concept such as life has a 

universality? 
These questions are questions of method. And, while this book does 

not answer all of them definitively, a number of decisions have neyerthe
less been made. The first is that philosophical questions often take prece
dence over historical onesi this means, simply, that in tracing the ontol

ogy of life priority has been given to the morphology of that concept a~ it 
shifts historical and philosophical contexts. While this book does not aim 
to construct a history of the concept of life, it does focus on several major 
threads that einerge from Aristotle and reach a point of culmination in 

Kant, while passing through early modern philosophy. 
In this way, this book approaches the ontology of life as being shaped by 

the prernodern context of what I will be calling post-Aristotelian Scholas
tic philosophy. This is a broad and uneven tradition in which the concept 
of life is situated in a zone that is neither quite biology nor quite theology, 

with something called "philosophy" often playing the role of mediator. I 
will be using the terms 11Scholastic11 and 11 Scholasticism" in a nu1nber of 
ways. In a more conventional, stricter sense, the terms refer to the philoso
phy produced by theologian-philosophers in the twelfth- and thirteenth

century European university. In a less conventional and broader sense, 
the tenns 11Scholastic" and uscholasticism" will also refer to a range of 
speculative modes-fron1 the poetry of mysticism to the analytical rigor 

of the commentary-that take up the conceptual framework set out by 
Aristotle's De Anima and the various forms of Aristotelianism that follow 

upon it (some of which are indistinguishable from forms of Neoplatonism 
or mystical theology)-and, in particular, those speculative modes that re

flect on a cluster of concepts that themselves are constellated around the 
idea of /{life" (e.g., "soul," 11creature1" /{nature"). 

The implication that runs throughout this book is that any atte1npt 

to construct an ontology of life must confront the challenges put forth 
by the long tradition of post-Aristotelian Scholasticism. One of the cen-
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tral questions raised by this tradition is the following: to what extent is 
it possible to formulate an ontology of life that is neither reducible to bi
ology nor sublimated within theology? As we will see, the terms of this 
are set out by Aristotle, particularly in the De Anima, and are taken up 
in a variety of ways by Neoplatonic, negative theological, and Scholastic 
philosophies-and in ways that fru_~trate the veneer of modernity's dis
tinct disciplinary boundaries of biology, theology, and philosophy. These 
challenges in thinking "life" reach a certain pitch in Kant, -who both re~ 
vives Aristotle while attempting to resolve the antinomies that the con
cept of 0 life" evokes. 

If choosing a place to start is difficult, choosing a place to end is even 
more challenging. To open with Aristotle and to close with Kant would 
seem to foreclose a whole host of philosophers and ideas that have come 
to define modernity. This is, to be sure, an unavoidable pitfall. Suffice it 
to say that one of the conclusions of After Life is that a fundamental shift 
occurs in the ontology of life after Kant-a shift in which the Aristotelian 
framework still remains but the responses radically change. This has ne
cessitated a separate study altogether-entitled Darklife-could be viewed 
as the 11sequel" to this book. 

At its core, After Life isolates two traditions that address the ontology 
of life: the first is the dominant thread of post-Aristotelian, Thomist Scho
lasticism, which constructs an ontology of life that is superlative, analogi
cal, and governed by transcendent emanation. The second tradition is a 
more radical, 11heretical" orientation in which life is defined by negation, 
univocity-equivocity1 and the concept of pantheistic immanence. In this 
eclectic strain of heretical Scholasticism, we will examine the thought of 
philosophers such as the Pseudo-Dionysius, John Scottus Eriugena1 John 
Duns Scotus, Nicholas of Cusa, and Benedict de Spinoza. Along the way1 
these Scholastic thinkers will be situated within the framework of con
temporary philosophy1 including treatments of Gilles Deleuze's own en
gagement with Scholasticism and biophilosophy. Additionally, the book 
also contains three short "ellipses11 that consider the ontology of life in 
comparison to Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese philosophies of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries. These should be read not as fully worked-out ar
guments, but as initial attempts to think the concept of life across very 
different philosophical trajectories. 

After Life is organized into three chapters. Each discusses a philosoph
ical concept of life in terms of something other than life: life defined in 
terms of time and temporality (11Superlative Life"L life defined in terms 
of form and finality (11 Univocal Creatures/!), and life defined in tenns of 
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. · d · mmanence (11Dark Pantheism'1). Each culminates in a tension 
spirit an 1 . . . . 
between orthodoxy and heresy1 dominant and m1nor~tana~ ~or~cept~ons 

l
·f · the "Superlative Life1' chapter life as nothing (n1h1l) 1s pmsed d 1e:1n I • • . II . 

. th dominant concept of life as generosity or gift; 1n the Un1vocal 
against e . . . . 

,, chapter life as univocal or equivocal 1s pmsed against life as creatures , 

1 
· l· and in the 11 Dark Pantheism11 chapter, life as "dark

11 
or empty 

ana og1ca 1 • 

. nee is poised against life as transcendent emanat10n. 
11umane . . 

In each chapter, an ontology of life is followed to its conclusion, 

whereby a contradiction is revealed that is fundam_ental f_or that o~t-ol
ogy itself: life as affirmation and negation (life. as time), hf~ a: ad~1t1ve 
and subtractive (life as form), and life as interionty and extenonty (hfe as 

· · I What results is a set of fundamental contradictions inherent in the sp1nt. . 
concept of life, contradictions that are logically coherent, anq yet ontolog1-
cally necessary. Thus one of the main questions we will consider in t~is 
book is the following: in what way does the Aristotelian ontology of life 

actually necessitate a set of logically coherent contradictions? 

Arguably, we are still under the spell of this conceptual framework.H the 
question of Being was the central issue for antiquity (resurrected 1~ the 
twentieth century by HeideggerL and if the question of God, as ahve or 
dead was the central issue for modernity (Kierkegaard, Marx, Nietzsche), 
then, perhaps the question of 11life" is the question that has come to define 

our contemporary era ... 
Consider the three major modes in the philosophical engagement with 

"life 11 today~the affective-phenomenological, the biopolitical, and the 
politico-theological. It would seem that the classical framework set out 
by Aristotle, and developed by post-Aristotelian Scholasticism, stiH in
forms philosophical reflection on 11 life11 today-life as time (the affect1ve
phenomenological), life as form [the biopolitical), and life as spirit (the 

politico-theological). 
In the first case1 there has been a steady loosening of the concept of 

life in the "new vitalisms1' of affectivity, process1 and self-organization. 
On the one hand, phenomenology descended from Merleau-Ponty and Mi
chel Henry has reframed life less in terms of its scientificity and more 1n 
terms of its embodiment and affective epoche, its propensity for 

11

auto
affection.'' Despite its incommensurability with phenomenology, philoso
phies inspired by Deleuze and Bergson have pointed to a concept of life 
that is defined by its immanently dynamic, self-organizing/ and germinal 
qualities. Life is in this case neither a quality that a body has, nor a vital 
force separate from a thing that is vitalized, but the priority of immanence 
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in itself, a continuum or network of affects in which individuated subjects 
are more effects than causes. 

In the second case, life is politically at stake in Giorgio Agamben's 
notions of "bare life" and "form-of-life," creating a state of exception in 
which, as Antonio Negri notes, "all politics is biopolitics.11 More specifi~ 
cally, the so-called post-9/rr era has reinvigorated the figure of the body 
politic and, as Jacques Derrida notes, its "autoimmunitar.y disorders,"_ 
which every instance of community is doubled by immunity; or by What 
Roberto Esposito calls an "immunization paradigm" of bouri.daries and , 
boundary management. The publication and translation of Michel Pou- : 

cault's lectures at the College de France have prompted new views on bio
politics, foregrounding the role that political economy, war, and technosci
ence have had on the concept of "population." 

But the concept of "life" is not sin1ply about this ambivalent conjunc
tion of biology and politics-today it is also being extended across broad 
swaths of social, economic, and cultural existence. Building on the prior 

work on religion by Heidegger and Derrida, philosophers as wide-ranging 
as Mark C. Taylor, Luc Ferry, Jean-Luc Marion, and Slavoj :Zi:Zek have 
each noted the ambivalent relations between the qualified social life of 
bios and the religious or spiritual life, be it of the individuated subject 
or of a community-real, imaginary, or "to come." Furthermore, ulife11 is 
first and foremost the experience of living, and this life-experience-once 
the hallmark of modernity and its existentialist preoccupations with 
authenticity-is still the center of the experience of life today, mediated, 

simulated, and virtualized in a range of ways, culminating in the metasta
bility of what Zygmunt Bauman calls "liquid life." 

These three contemporary strands find their point of tension in politi
cal reflection on "life," where what is at stake is not just the thing or the 

self, but the qualified life, the life worth living, the life that is part of the 
body politic. Thus it should be no surprise that the life of the body politic 

also ascends to, or descends from, the moral, ethical, and spiritual life, be 
it of an individuated subject or a collectivized community. Beyond this, or 
outside of this, there is only the nebulous realm of the life-after-life, a neg

ative theology of that paradoxical life that can never be lived. The study 
of such a life-after~life would seem to require a kind of 11supernatural phi

losophy" adequate to the task-that is, a supernaturalism that would not 
be a superhumanism. But such a philosophy would have to be as skeptical 

of the reductionism of the philosophy of biology as of the dogmatism of 
the various theologies of lifei it would have to refuse both organism and 
spirit as the exemplars of life. 
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This leads to the two central challenges that this book puts forward 

P
eculation on 111ife11 today. One of these challenges is to refuse 

for any s . 
a dichotomous concept of life, as caugh: ~et~een the p~l~s of reduction-
. d mysticism scientificity and rehg1os1ty, the emp1ncal and the ro-
1srn an , 

· noti· ans of life Caught between these poles, life appears at once 
rnanuc · . . . 

I elusive domain of technoscience, and as the pnv1leged domain 
as t 1e ex 

f 
eschatological religious extremism. This opens onto a second chal-

o an . f I "l·f ,, I 
d thl. s is the pervasive anthropomorphism o t 1e concept 1 e. t 

lenge1 an .. 
is often noted that it is only human beings that worry about the defin1t10n 
of life-the rest of the world simply lives it. This is undoubtedly rdated to 
tlie long-standing tradition in Western thought to regard life specifically 
as the life for us as human beings. Life is, at least from Aristotle onward_s, 

a concept that is highly stratified, the view down f_rom on top of a. p_yram1d 
of increasing complexity. But if the existence of disasters, pandemics, and 
nonhuman networks tells us anything, it is that there is another world in 
addition to the world that is there "for us/' This is not simply a world in 
·
1 

)f and neither is it a world that is destined for us-rather, it is a world 
1 se , . . 
that presents us with the very limits of our ability to comprehend it 111 

terms that are neither simply that of the 11in itself" or the 
11

for us.
11 

It is 
a world "without us 11 (the life sans soi). It is the challenge of thinking a 
concept of life that is foundationally, and not incidentally, a nonhuman or 

unhuman concept of life. 

-
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xvi PREFACE 
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Finally, for Prema: 110U la vie se contemple tout est submerge".,,1 

CHAPTER ONE 

Life and the Living 
(On Aristotelian Biohorror) 

Nature proceeds little by little from things lifeless to animal life in 
such a way that it is impossible to determine the exact line of demarca
tion, nor on which side thereof an intermediate form should lie. 

-Aristotle 

I.I SUPERNATURAL HORROR AS THE PARADIGM FOR LIFE 

I
n the early twentieth century a unique literary genre emerged that com
bined horror, myth, and developments in science and technology. The 

stories tended to be concept-driven rather than plot- or character-driven, 
and

1 

though they often utilized well-known motifs such as the mad scien
tist or alien invasion, 1nore often than not they moved towards a singular 
affect: the terrifying and sublime conclusions to be drawn from a view of 

the world as an utterly unhuman world. 
Writers such as H. P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, Frank Belknap 

Long, and Robert E. Howard are often associated with this type of writing, 
which appeared throughout the early twentieth century in pulp magazines 
such as Weird Tales, Amazing Stories, and the like. The pulp magazines 
dubbed this kind of writing 1'weird fiction," though Lovecraft himself 
preferred the more literary term 11supernatural horror." Its mid-twentieth
century inheritors were TV shows such as Twilight Zone and Outer Lim
its, and its contemporary influence can be felt in the Japanese horror boom 

of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
I mention this 11cult11 tradition because many of the stories contain 

thought-provoking insights into the concept of 
11
1ife"-and1 specifically, 

into the limits of such a concept when it is thought of in exclusively 
human-centric terms. Consider the late-period works of Lovecraft as an 
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example. In these stories, one often finds three forms of life: There is, first, 
the world of the living and the nonliving (plants, animals, human beings)i 
existing within the human-centric world of society, politics1 and science. 
This is a world in which we find characters weighted down by deeply in
grained ways of thinking about the world-rural vs. urban, regional vs. 
global, civilized vs. primitive, race vs. species, ancient vs. mC)detn, and -s·o 
on. In the midst of this all-too-hu1nan world, Lovecraft's characters dis
cover remnants-often at a d~stant, furtive archaeological dig-of an ad
vanced form of life that confounds all human knowledge about life as we 
know it. These types of beings-the "Old Ones"-are often characterized 
as an advanced race of other-dimensional beings that are discovered to 

have existed eons prior to the appearance of human beings. This is the life 
that is so ancient it is alien.1 

This in itself is cause for horror for Lovecraft's characters. The 
strange, alien facticity of the remnant throws into abeyance all human 
presupposition-history, biology, geology, cosmology-concerning the hu
man and its relation to the world. This alone qualifies Lovecraft's stories 
as science fiction. But there is another element that pushes the works into 
that intermediary zone of supernatural horror and "the weird." In addition 

to these two forms of life, there is also a third form of life that appears in 
Lovecraft's stories. This third form of life often resists easy description, 
either in terms of the human world, or in terms of the Old Ones. Some
times this third form of life is given an awkward name1 such as "Elder 
Things11 or 11Shoggoths. 11 Clark Ashton Smith once used the term ''Ubbo

Sathla/' while Frank Belknap Long used the phrase '1the Space-Eaters." 
William Hope Hodgson preferred the more menacing and shapeless term 
"the Watchers.'' However, while this form of life is often named, more of
ten than not it represents the very horizon of human thought to think this 

third form of life at all-hence Lovecraft's characters obliquely refer to 
them as the 11nameless thing 11 -or better, in Ambrose Bierce's phrase, 11the 
damned thing.'1 

This third form of life is, then, the nameless thing that is living, with 

all the contradictions this ilnplies. It is described by Lovecraft's charac
ters in ways that are poetic and highly articulate. In "The Shadow Out 

of Time,11 for instance, the central character not only discovers remnants 
that this third form of life had actually once been alive, but, to his horror, 
he also discovers that they are still alive. The narrator begins

1 
in a classi

cally unreliable mode, by evoking the unreality of his situation: "Dream, 
madness1 and memory merged wildly together in a series of fantastic, frag
mentary delusions which can have no relation to anything real.11 But this 
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is not enough, for what is then evoked is the strange objectivity of these de
lusions: ·"There was a hideous fall through incalculable leagues of viscous, 
sentient darkness, and a babel of noises utterly alien to all that we know of 
the earth and its organic life." Finally, the delusion itself is revealed to be 
not only something //real/' but, more importantly, something dormantly 
alive: "Dormant1 rudi1nentary senses seemed to start into vitality within 
me, telling of pits and voids peopled by floating horrors and leading to sun
less crags and oceans and teeming cities of windowless basalt towers upon 
which no light ever shone.112 

There is more here than the menacing monster of classic creature
feature films. In these passages, what is horrific is not just that such name
less things are still alive, but, more importantly, that in their living they 
evoke in Lovecraft's characters the limits of thought-the limits of thought 
to think "life" at all. The very terms of human thought fail to encompass 
the nameless thing. In Lovecraft's novel At the Mountains of Madness one 
of the central characters attempts to describe the Shoggoths-an oozing 
hyper-complex form of life composed of mathematically grouped dots and 
a multitude of eyes: 

Formless protoplasm able to mock and reflect all forms and organs and 
processes-viscous agglutinations of bubbling cells-rubbery fifteen
foot spheroids infinitely plastic and ductile-slaves of suggestion, 
builders of cities-more and more sullen, more and more intelligent, 
more and more amphibious1 more and more imitative ... 3 

Lovecraft's characters are not insane-in fact, the source of their horror 
is the realization that they are not hallucinating or suffering from "ex
hausted nerves." With the requisite melodramatic flair1 Lovecraft's charac

ters often express the wish that they were shnply hallucinating or dream
ing/ for then they could dismiss what they encounter as pure subjectivism, 
and the self-world dichotomy would remain intact. The problem is that 

Lovecraft's characters come to verify this third form of life-but in a man
ner that is incommensurate to any fonn of rational verification. The very 
categories of matter and form, actual and potential, origin and finality, 

growth, decay, and organization-all these categories of thought flounder 
before a form of life that is at once oozing and mathematical, formless and 
geometric. 

This third kind of life, the "nameless thing" so often described by Love~ 
craft, is a paradigm for the concept of life today. The concept of life en-
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compasses so much, from the most reductive biological viewpoint to the 

most open-ended ethical or existential viewpoint. When definitions or cri
teria for life are given, even these are subject to modification and revision. 

There is a sense in which the major problem concerning life has to do not 
with its definition, and whether such a definition is possible, but with the 
very plasticity of life, a shape-shifting quality exhibited in all the different 

ways in which we use the concept to correlate to the different phenomena 
that are deemed to be living-the plasticity of all the different ways in 
which life is thought and shaped, all the myriad ways in which life reflects 
upon itself and shapes. itself, all the forms of existence, resistance

1 
and 

insistence that life is. 

This invites us to consider a more general set of problems concerning 
the concept of life today. We can briefly summarize some of these. There 
is, first, the polyvalence of meanings for "life." Here life means so many 
things that it does not mean any one thing. If the concept of life encom

passes everything from the physical organism, to socioeconomic living 
conditions, to the life that is subject to ethical and legal decision-making, 
to the entire planet itself, then there is a sense in which almost nothing is 
excluded from life. This is a synchronic dimension in which, at any given 
moment, and in any given context, there are such a wide range of mean
ings for "life" that the term ceases to have any stable meaning at all. The 
limit of this is, of course, relativism. If life means everything, then life 
means nothing. 

Despite this polyvalence of meanings, some can be viewed as more 
dominant than others. Here the apparatus of social norms, disciplinary 
specialization, and institutional legitimacy all come into play. Although 

everything and anything may come under the term "life," there is also a 
sense in which some things are more living, or more essentially living, 
than others. The hegemony of scientific concepts of "life" has had an im

pact that reaches far beyond scientific specialization. Here "life" is that 
which fulfills a descriptive list of behavioral criteria in natural systems 

(Does it contain DNA? Does it display adaptive evolutionary behavior? 
Does it maintain itself by exchanging matter and energy with its envi
ronment?). This is as true of biology historically speaking as it is in cur

rent fields such as systems biology, biocomplexity, or even astrobiology. 
Whereas the polyvalence of meanings of life point to a synchronic dimen
sion, the scientific hegemony of life points to a diachronic one. The sci

entific grounding of the concept of life obtains a normative power that 

itself may change over time (from mechanism to vitalism to organization 
to information, and so on). The limit of this is not relativism but rather 
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reductionism. In some instances this becmnes a case of checking off the 

appropriate boxes. 
However, this specialist notion of life is doubled by its opposite, which 

is the banalization of the term "life" in everyday language. In English, one 
regularly hears the phrases 11lifestyle," "quality of life," 11that's life!," 11get 
a life!," and so on. Often this quotidianism points to the central category 
of experience in relation to life. And experience itself comes to overlap 
almost perfectly with the concept of life; there is no experience of life, be
cause experience is life. Life is the flux and flow of living in the world; life 
is the experience of being alive, of living in time and through time. Un
like the above cases, in which the concept of life is distributed along syn
chronic and diachronic axes, here life obtains a pragmatic quality, as the 
very phenomenon of life in its being lived. Life is simply the e;x:perience of 
living, and vice-versa. But this too has a limit, and that is universalism. 
Everything that happens to a person is part of this flux and flow of life. 
Life becomes everything and anything that can possibly be experienced, 
and what can be experienced becomes the totality of life. 

This leads to a fourth usage of the concept. When life is taken as sub
jective experience, life is projected from subject to object, self to world, 
and human to nonhu1nan. Another name for this process is anthropomor
phism. The life that is fully commensurate with experience and the phe
nomena of living tends to become a life that is rooted in a living, experi
encing subject. And, since a reflexive awareness of living is ilnplied in the 
very idea of life as experience, this also means that life becomes a human

centric concern. Life in this sense really 1neans life-for-me, or life-for-us. 
This has clear political implications. Life is the privilege of designation 
and the status that designation accords. Life is granted or taken away, not 
given. Life is classified or stratified; perhaps it is designated rights, perhaps 

one speaks for this or that form of life, perhaps some lives are more worth 
living than others. Life may be named, constructed, instrumentalized, it 
may itself become a form of power. This is not simply a pragmatic dimen

sion, but a political or biopolitical one. The difficulty here lies precisely in 
this nexus between 11life11 and "politics," for if life is not exclusive to the 
human, or a privilege of the human, then the question becomes: can there 
be a politics of life in terms of the nonhuman or the unhuman? 

These are the contours of any attempt to think the concept of 11life. 11 The 

effects can be seen not just in the cultural expressions of these problems, 
but in the metamorphoses of the concept itself-its variability, its !abil
ity, its plasticity. However, with so many definitions of life, and so much 
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knowledge produced about this or that form of life, the more basic question · 

of "life itself" does not disappear. In fact, it becmnes more pronounced. In· 

other words, the various and often c01npeting episte1nologies of life in the 
end point back to a more fundamental question concerning an ontology 0 ( 

life ... and to what extent such an ontology is possible. ·..: 
It is for this reason that a retur~. to Aristotle's project is worthwhile 

But let us be clear. This is not to suggest that Aristotle provid~s any ne~:' 
perspectives or alternatives, much less an "answer" to the ciuestion of life:i.'.. 
What we can suggest is that Aristotle sets out a frainework for thinking 
about life whose influence can still be discerned to this day. That frame·~ 
work is really a limit~and it is a limit that must be "overcome" if we al.'.~ 
to continue thinking about our current situation of biopolitics and necro1/·· 

olitics, immunity and community, bare life and precarious life, and so o . 
And the key to moving beyond the Aristotelian paradigm lies not in th 
search for an alternative perspective; what is needed is not a new theor/ 
of life, and not an undiscovered, forgotten, or underappreciated alterna:~:: 
tive. What is needed is a critique of life. And the key to overcoming th<f{ 
Aristotelian ontology of life lies in the fissures within that ontology. W~.; 

are jumping ahead a little here, but for the time being suffice it to say tha 
these fissures are not lacunae or lapses in argument-rather, they entai 
the development of a logically coherent, and yet a necessarily contradic-:. 
tory concept of 11life." · 

r.2 ARISTOTLE'S DE ANIMA AND THE PROBLEM OF LIFE 

The text given the title De Anima occupies a strange position within th'i~ 

Aristotelian corpus. On the one hand, it undertakes an investigation intO\ 
the principle or essence of life, and thus overlaps with the ontologica ·.·: 
concerns of the Metaphysica and the logical treatises. On the other hand: 
this ontology is concerned not with 11being 11 or "substance" in itself but/ 

specifically with the phenomena of life, suggesting that the De Ani~a i~. 
more a natural philosophy. This aligns the De Anima with the so-called 
biological treatises, such as Historia Animalimn ( On the History of Ani~': 
mals), De Partibus Animalium ( On the Parts of Animals), De Motu AniY 
malium (On the Movement of Animals), De Generatione et Corruption6", 
(On Generation and Corruption), and the various treatises given the title' 
Parva Naturalia. This distinction is also played out in Aristotle's biogra·~ 

phy. Between his time as a student of Plato in the Academy1 and his re·~.: 

turn to Athens later in life to found his own school, the Lyceum, Aristotle'"> 
spends a number of years in and around the eastern Aegean, where he oh~, 
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Ves 
describes, and catalogs the diversity of natural life. No doubt this 

ser , 
eriod in exile comes to be foundational for Aristotle's natural philosophy. 

in this way, there are two Aristotles-there is Aristotle-the-naturalist, de
scribing animal anatomy and physiology, and the vital processes of growth 
and decay, and there is Aristotle-the-metaphysician, developing funda
mental metaphysical concepts concerning substance, accident, causality, 
form, and so on. In the De Anima these two Aristotles come head-to-head, 

resulting in a number of interesting contradictions. 
Before delving into this text, a bit of an overview is in order. In its 

surviving form, the text of the De Anima-whose original title is Peri 
Psukhe-is divided into three parts. The first part announces Aristotle's 
project, which is to investigate the principle of life. The term Aristotle 
uses here and throughout is psukh/31 which broadly translates into En
glish as "life-principle" or "vital principle." This sets the stage' for Aris
totle's own definition of psukhe, which opens part 2 of the De Anima. It 
is here that Aristotle also stratifies life forms (plants, animals, humans) 
according to the type of psukhe that is manifested in them. Part 2 goes 
on to examine specific aspects of psukhe, including nutrition, movement, 
and sensation. This continues into part 31 with comments on imagina
tion, cognition, and nous, a difficult term in Greek philosophy that is of
ten translated as "mind" or "Intellect." Part 3 closes with reflections on 
movement and desire and a summary of the work as a whole. It is thought 
that the text was intended to serve as a theoretical introduction to a more 

extended lecture course on natural philosophy.4 

If the De Anima is thematically interstitial in relation to Aristotle's 
other works, it also has an interstitial position in its complex history of 

translation and interpretation. The various translations of the De Anima 
during the Middle Ages demonstrate how translation was indelibly bound 
up with interpretation, especially in an age in which the boundary be
tween philosophy and theology was continually being debated. 5 Arabic 
philosophy played a pivotal role in both the translation and interpretation 
of the De Anima. Frmn the ninth century onwards, there were at least 

two editions of the De Anima circulating in Arabic. One of these editions 
would be used by Ton Sina (Avicenna) and by Ibn Rushd (Averroes), the lat

ter producing the three separate commentaries on the De Anima, as well 
as the compendium De Animalibus. One of Averroes's commentaries (the 
so-called Long Commentary) would be translated by Michael Scotus in the 

thirteenth century, around the same time that William of Moerbeke also 
produced a literal, word-by-word translation of the De Anima from Greek 

to Latin. It is this latter edition that is used by Thomas Aquinas, who not 
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only produces his own commentary but several other works that attempt 
to find a compromise between Greek philosophy and Christian doctrine 

while also condemning the heretical quasi pantheism of "Latin Averro: 
ism."6 Translation and interpretation again go hand-in-hand when, in 1277, 

the bishop of Paris issues a series of official Conde1nnations against the 
Faculty of Arts at the University of Paris. Of particular concern is the un
derstanding of the Aristotelian concept'"psukhe (as the 11a\3_tive" or "pas
sive" nous, or Intellect) as being personal and transcendently immortal, -~r 
impersonal and fully immanent. 

All of these factors make approaching a text such as the D~ Anima 

exceedingly difficult. There are few texts in the history of philosophy 

that are as complicated as this little treatise, originally written as lecture 
notes, and belonging neither to metaphysics nor physics, neither to logic 
nor to biology. Nevertheless, the De Anima remains an important text 
within the Western philosophical tradition, primarily because it signals 
one of the first, formalized attempts to think an ontology of life. In ad
dition to this, no other text has elicited so much commentary and con
troversy, from the earliest commentaries by Themistius and Alexander of 

Aphrodisias, to the Medieval heretical commentaries of Siger of Brabant, 
to such modern commentaries as that of Franz Brentano. And this points 
to a final interstitiality concerning the De Anima-its complicated recep
tion throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages. While the De Anima in 

its current form may not have been widely known until the twelfth cen
tury, the basic ideas in it were disseminated in a variety of ways. One of 
these was, as we've inentioned, via the translations. Another was by way of 

cmnpendium books, such as the Liber de Causis or the Theologia Aristo
telis. Books such as these, long attributed to Aristotle, were subsequently 
discovered to be either an amalgam of Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism, 

or wrongly attributed altogether. 7 Thus, when speaking about the relation
ship between Aristotle's De Anima and Scholastic philosophy, we would 
do better to think broadly about the nexus of Aristotelian

1 
Arabic, and 

Neoplatonic ideas as received by Scholastic thinkers. Let us hazard a 

term-post-Aristotelian Scholasticism-to name all these different types 
of interstitiality regarding the De Anima, bearing in mind that the ques

tion of interpretation with regard to this text is never simple or clear-cut. 
That said, it is important to note that the approach to the De Anima 

presented here differs significantly froin its previous interpretations. Gen
erally speaking, one can say that there are three main hermeneutic tradi
tions surrounding the De Anima. The first is that of theology, in which 

the notion of "life" is read in terms of "soul" (in late antiquity) or "spirit" 
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(in the early Christian tradition).8 B_etween the_ eleve~th and thirt~e~th 
centuries, the extensive commentanes by Arabic, Jewish, and Chnstian 
hilosophers deeply influenced this theological reading of the De Anima. 

~ere life is understood as a life-spirit, the divine spark of life that ema
nates or is manifest in all the individual instances of living creatures, by 
virtue of a sovereign and transcendent divinity. The unfortunate English 
translation of the De Anima as "On the Soul" still betrays the influence of 

this tradition today.9 

Added to this is a second hern1eneutic tradition, that of biology. While 
natural philosophers such as Buffon noted the importance of Aristotle for 
taxonomy and classification, it is with the emergence of a distinct disci
pline of biology, especially after Lainarck and Darwin1 that Aristotle be
gins to be incorporated into the history of biology.10 Here life is understood 
as primarily natural-biological life, endowed with a quasi-vitalis'tic life 
force that flows through each living organisin. The effect of this is seen in 

twentieth-century "pop science 11 books such as Fran'_;ois Jacob's The Logic 
of Life; current university textbooks on the "philosophy of biology" rou
tinely begin with a chapter on Aristotle, the "father of biology." 

Third, there is the hermeneutic approach of psychology and cognition. 
This has become the dominant fra1nework for reading the De Anima to
day, though not without some controversy. 11 Arguably, this approach was 
inaugurated by the work of Franz Brentano, whose The Psychology of Ar
istotle foreground the sections from the De Anima dealing with sense 
perception1 emotion, and cognition. 12 This post-Kantian reading of the De 

Anima relegated the question of "life itself" to the background, in favor of 
an understanding of the human subject and its phenomenal relation to its 
environment. Interestingly, this approach absorbs the biological interpre
tation (in terms of the hierarchy of life forms) into a psychological one that 
remains indebted to Cartesian dualism. A great deal of recent scholarship 

on the De Anima emphasizes this cognitivist approach. In uncanny ways, 
the debates over this "cognitivist'1 Aristotle replay many of the debates 

over the status of the 11 Intellect11 in antiquity. 
These hermeneutic traditions are not chronological in relation to each 

other, and neither are they mutually exclusive. Rather, they form three 

ways in which the central philosophical question that the De Anima 
poses-the question of "life itself" -is sublimated into a nonphilosophical 

domain (theology, biology, psychology). In the process, however, the ques
tion of philosophy often drops out-and this strange disappearing act is, in 
a way, the fundamental fissure within the De Anima itself. Our aim here 

will be to recover and to account for this disappearance of ontology within 
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the De Anima. Therefore, we will be reading the De Anima as a treatise 
of ontology, but of a particular kind-a treatise on the ontology of life, in
sofar as "life" for Aristotle is not simply reducible to or synonymous with 
"being. "13 Put simply, in the De Anima Aristotle poses a general question 
concerning the ontology of life, ~nd the question he poses can be put in 
modern terms: To what extent is, it possible to formulate an ontology of 
life that is not reducible to biology or sublimated within theology? 

The De Anima is, then, an approach to this basic problematic: whether 
there can be an ontology of life that does not simply become either bio
logical description or theological sublimation. And let us state up front 
the core of this problematic, which is this: Aristotle must presuppose that 
which he sets out to discover. In setting out to discover the principle of 
life, the "is-ness" of life, Aristotle must presume not only the category of 
substance, but, more importantly, the distinction between the living and 
the nonliving. 

The problem is deceptively simple. It goes something like this: Aristo
tle, in approaching the diversity of life forms, observes a set of character

istics unique to what he calls life. These are described in treatises such as 
the Historia Animalium, and they are also summarized in the De Anima. 
These include life as defined by its forms (life as creative, inventive, and 
productive of different forms of life), life as defined by its temporality (life 
as characterized by movement, change, and alteration), and life as defined 
by a spiritual aspect (life as that incorporeal essence that remains the 
sa1ne; life as that immaterial essence that is common among all forms of 

life). In modern terminology, we might say that life for Aristotle is defined 
by form (life is the multiplicity of forms-of-life), by time (life is that which 
con1es-to-be and passes-away), and by spirit (life is that which is common 
to all forms of life). 

In spite of-or because of-these characteristics, Aristotle is con

fronted with a challenge, which is to articulate a concept that is adequate 
to the diversity of what counts as "life.° Such a concept must account for 
the characteristics of life (life as time, as form, as spirit). It must account 

for the conditions in which life is possible at all, as well as for the ends of 
life (entelecheia). It must, in Aristotle's tenns, be at once the formal and 

the final cause, and the point at which the two overlap. But this means 
that such a concept cannot itself be a part of life, cannot be one kind of 

life, or one among 1nany instances of life. For otherwise this simply begs 
the question, in an infinitely deferred search for a first principle of life. 
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Thus any concept of life must account for the principle characteristics of 

life, without itself being part of them. 
But in addition to this, any concept of life must account for life in a 

way that acknowledges the internally caused, self-animating, and self
organizing capacities of life. The concept of autonomy is important for 
Aristotle, both in the De Anima and in treatises such as the De Motu 
Anirnalium. The cause of life, and the condition for life, is part and parcel 
of life itself. For Aristotle, it is this self-maintaining and self-governing 
aspect of life (often encompassed by the term kinesis) that serves as one 
of the distinguishing characteristics of the living from the nonliving. Any 
concept of life must be inseparable from actual instances of life-while 
not being determined or limited by them. Any concept of life cannot sim
ply be a purely transcendental concept, one that lies above and beyond life1 

for then this would go against Aristotle's commitment to the inseparabil

ity of the cause of life and life itself. 
This is, then, the Aristotelian problematic: On the one hand, any con

cept of life must be transcendent to life in order to account for its ephem
eral nature and its propensity for change. On the other hand, any concept 
of life must be ilnmanent to life in order to demonstrate the inseparabil~ 
ity between principle and manifestation (or, in Aquinas1 terms, between 
essence and existence). So1 while Aristotle-the-biologist observes a set of 
characteristics unique to what he calls life, Aristotle-the"metaphysician 
struggles to articulate a coherent concept to encompass all these heteroge

neous characteristics of life. 

r.3 THE. ONTOLOGY OF LIFE 

How does Aristotle resolve this problematic? In the De Anima Aristotle 
performs two operations that are crucial for his ontology of life. The first 

is to propose a reworking of the Greek term psukbe ( ,Pvxri) such that it can 
function as the concept of 111ife itself." As we've noted, the complicated 

tradition of translation and commentary on the De Anima has resulted 
in the English rendering of the term psukhe as "soul/I However Aristotle 
certainly had in mind a nontheistic notion of "soul." The term psukhe is 

perhaps better translated as "vital principle" or 11principle of life/' given 
the way that Aristotle's text straddles the domains of philosophy, biology, 

and theology. 
Most of book r of the De Anima is concerned with an overview of 

how psukhe has been used by earlier thinkers, fro1n Anaxagoras to Plato. 
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For atomists psukhe is that principle of motion and energy that makes the 
individual atoms move, collide, and bindi for the cosmologies of Anax
agoras or Empedocles, psukhe is a unifying principle that is constant and 
itself not subject to change; for the Pythagoreans, psukhe is the abstract 
unity of number, a matheme or mathem_atical principle governing the uni
verse. In each case, what Aristotle extr;cts from prior concepts o(psukhe 
is an animating principle of the world that is not itself reduced-to its own 
attributes. 

For Aristotle, the prior ·uses of psukhe are adequate insofar as they 
comment on the dynamic properties of the natural world; the presocratic 

use of psukhe successfully accounts for movement, and in particular, the 
very capacity for movement, change, and development that is characteris
tic of living beings. But such theories are inadequate for Aristotle in that 
they do not account for how dynamic change or move1nent occurs, espe~ 
dally in the cases of living beings. What is it that conditions this very 
capacity for movement and change? Life, then, bec01nes the standard for 
understanding the dynamic and processual aspects of the natural world. 
For instance, one can simply define 11life11 not in terms of what it is, but in 

terms of what it does. In book 2 of the De Anima Aristotle notes that, of 
bodies generally, "some have life lsaniv) and some have not; by life lswryv) 
we mean the capacity for self"sustenance, growth, and decay."14 But for Ar
istotle it is precisely this sort of descriptive definition that must itself be 
explained. Thus psukhe must not simply describe but define, and what the 
term psukhe defines is the very idea of "life itself." Aristotle reiterates 
this equation throughout the De Anima: 

The soul (~vxry) is the cause the first principle (liQXry) of the living body 
((Wvro,; aWµaro,;). 15 

. . . for the soul (1,/iuxi],;) is in a sense the principle (dexi;) of animal life 
(("q!wv)." 

... that which has soul (lfµlpuxov) is distinguished from that which has 
not by living (("ijv). 17 

In these and other passages, Aristotle arranges a number of terms in a con

stellation with each other. There is, of course, the principal term psukhe, 
which Aristotle equates with the concept of life-in-itself. But this is also 

distinguished from other terms denoting "life," such as zoe, which often 
implies a biological, naturalistic understanding of life, and bias, which 
often implies a qualified "good" life.18 What distinguishes psukhe as not 
just meaning "life" but specifically a "principle-of-life" is the term Ar-
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istotle uses again and again, arche. This is the key to Aristotle's 11raising 
11 of the term psukhe to an ontological principle, the arche of life, the up 

life-principle. 
In short, Aristotle takes up the way that the concept of psukhe explains 

that life is and how it is, but he also makes the term account for what life 
is. Aristotle raises up this term to mean not simply the facticity of living 
beings, but that by which such a facticity of life is possible. If the problem
atic that Aristotle confronts is how to articulate under a single concept 
the diversity of life, here we see in the concept of psukhe an attempt to 
account for not just this or that particular living being, but for 11life itself." 
For Aristotle, psukhe is the arche of zoe and bios; it is the principle of life, 
or the life that is common across every instance of life-even, and espe

cially if this principle remains empty or unexamined. 
Aristotle's reworking of the concept of psukhe allows him to do a num

ber of things conceptually. First, the raising-up of psukhe as a principle 
means that any ontology of life will have to articulate a principle-of-life, 
or that which is the essence of life. But, as we've seen, this essence is often 
defined in terms of something other than life-life defined in terms of 
time, form1 or spirit. Additionally, the principle-of-life makes possible a 
number of distinctions1 the most prominent one being that between the 
living and the nonliving. These distinctions serve to establish the cate
gories and boundaries through which one may account for life in terms 

of species, genera, and so on. We can call these boundaries of articula
tion. Finally, these two aspects-psukhe as a principle, and the boundary 
between the living and nonliving-enable Aristotle to employ a range of 
concepts in the analysis of life forms. These include the familiar Aristo

telian pairs of form/matter and actual/potential, as well as the important 
concept of finality or entelechy. These serve as the governing motifs of the 
ontology of life, the logical terms that govern any analysis of life . 

However, this Aristotelian ontology of life opens onto a further prob
lematic regarding the status of psukhe as a concept. From one perspective, 
psukhe is that which conditions change and which itself does not change; 
a principle of life that is itself not life. But psukhe also cannot be totally 

separate from the actualization of change, or towards that to which it 
tends-its purpose, its finality1 its goal or aim. Here, in a 1nuch-referenced 
passage, Aristotle will use the analogy of the eye: ulf the eye were a living 

creature ((tpovL its soul (1/ivxt]) would be its vision; for this is the substance 
in the sense of the formula of the eye.1119 This in turn implies that psukhe 
is never present in itself, apart from its manifestation in the various forms 
of life. Aristotle continues with the analogy: "just as a pupil and the fac-
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ulty of seeing make an eye, so in the other case the soul and body mak 
a living creature. It is quite clear, then, that neither the soul nor certa{ 1 

parts of it, if it has parts1 can be separated from the body.11 20 

While Aristotle's concept of psukhe enables him to unfold an entii' 
ontology around 11life1

' as a principle-of-life, with its boundaries of a/. 
ticulation and governing motifs, there still remains the basic problem ,s· 
the relation between psukhe as this "life-in-itself" and psukhi as man{: 
fested concretely in physical, biological, living beings. At times Aristo~,:: 

tle discusses psukhe as if it Were a purely abstract, ideational concept, a'. 
concept belonging more to the Metaphysica than to the De Anima. At' 

other moments-as with his numerous biological analogies-the concepC 
of psukhe is understood to be inseparable frmn particular living beings~·: 
smnething inherent within them. While psukhe functions well as a prin:.::·; 

ciple, the problem that remains for Aristotle is this ambiguous relation 
between-or indeed within-the concept of psukhe itself. 

Aristotle's concept of psukhe must perform contradictory functions-it' 
must account for life without itself being life, and yet it cannot be separate ., 

from life. It must be at once external and internal to life. How does Aristo" 
tle smooth over this contradiction? 

The clearest statement comes in the opening passages of book r of the·. 

De Anima, part of which we have cited earlier, and which we can now 
quote at length: 

The knowledge of the soul (ipvzi];) admittedly contributes greatly to 
the advance of truth in general, and, above all, to our understanding of 
Nature, for the soul is in some sense the principle of animal life ((¢wv). 

Our aim is to grasp and understand, first its essential nature (oVa(av), 

and secondly its properties; of these some are thought to be affections 
proper to the soul itself (~Juzi];), while others are considered to attach 
to the animal ((¢oi;) owing to the presence within it of sou1.21 

Here, at the outset of the treatise, Aristotle is laying bare his aim. But 

in so doing he is also setting out the parameters for what an ontology of 
life can possibly mean. He sets out to inquire into what psukhe is. Why? 

Because psukhe is the principle (arche) of all living beings. Thus psukhe is 
the principle-of-life. But how and in what way is psukhe a principle of life? 
Again Aristotle's original problematic returns, though he is in many ways 

never far from the forests and fields, and the flora and fauna of Mytilene or 
Stagira. We look around and bear witness to all the diverse and particular 
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Of life· how can there be a concept to enc01npass everything that 
instances ' 

is life? I h 
Aristotle's reply is that a single principle of life can encompass al t e 
. Jar instances of life only if that concept is itself internally split, 

parucu · . . . _ 
d that split will be between psukhe as a hfe-prmc1ple and psukhe as a 

:-,
111

ifestation in living beings. This is a delicate distinctio~ within the D.e 
Aniwa-truthfully, it never quite holds, even though Anstotle states 1t 
at the outset. But it is also a crucial move, for it allows Aristotle to think 
both a concept of life-in-itself, not tethered to this or that particular in" 
stance of life, as well as a concept of life that is immanent with respect to 

its manifold variations and manifestations. 
But this internal split is not simply a split between an abstract. Idea 

and its attendant, accidental characteristics. There is no universal model 
or mold called psukhe, which then takes on derivative forms as it is incar
nated in the world. For, as Aristotle notes, there is no thing called "life-in

itself" that is ever present apart from its formal, dynamic, and temporal 
instantiations in the variety of living beings. And yet, Aristotle does not 
dispense with the arche-of-life altogether. He seems to i1nply its necessary 

existence if one is to think something like {/life" at all. 
How then should one characterize the internal split within psukhe 

that Ar{stotle
1 

puts forth? Quite simply1 Aristotle utilizes metaphysical 
concepts to describe an internal differentiation within psukhe. There is 
a first aspect of psukhe, the essence or the "being'' of life, as it were-the 
ousia of psukhe. Here one is considering not this or that particular living 
being, but that aspect of life that cuts across all particular instances of 

life. Then there is a second aspect of psukhe, or those attributes that may 
vary or change, without affecting the principle"of-life itself. In the case of 
an animal, the first notion of psukhe would be that which it has in com
mon with any other living being, that by virtue of which it is living, while 

the second notion of psukhe would be all those attributes that constitute 
the variables of this particular animal-e.g., the variables that delineate 
one species from another. Thus, to use an example from the Historia Ani
malium, a giant squid is a living being in the same substantial sense that 
a human being is living, though there are of course numerous differences 

between them. These differences can be partially attributed to the first 
sense of being alive-that is, the way in which psukhe as a principle is in
stantiated in a living form-and partially attributed to variations between 
two or 111ore living beings of the same kind (e.g., the number of tentacles, 

coloration, spotted marks of one squid versus another). 
It is this partiality-reflected in the citation above-that distinguishes 
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Aristotle's ontology of life from being ontology pure and simple. Aristot 
le's familiar metaphysical pair of substance-accident does not quite appl ·\ 
to these two notions of psukhi!; in fact, they are contained within the se2: 
ond notion of psukhe, as both the substance of this singular living bein 
and the set of accidental attributes of. that living being. It is also not lik 
the Neoplatonic "One/' a reservoir of energy or spirit that then desc.erid 

via a divine gift, into the receptacles or husks of living beiilgs. Though i 
can be distinguished in concept, the ousia of psukhe cannot be separate· 
in the 1nanifestation of the living itself. 

This means that, while the very idea of psakhe as principle may be 
necessary for Aristotle in order to think "life" at all, it appears to be un'
thinkable except in its manifestations. On the one hand, the ousia o 
psukhe can never be thought in itself, since psukhe is never present as one/ 
living being among other living beings. But on the other hand, psukhe ill 
its ousia is also never exhausted in this or that particular instance of a livi: 
ing being. Insofar as psukhe exists only in particular instantiations, it also:-

moves outside the individuated living being, always cutting-across and ex-, 
teriorizing the living being. 

How, then1 can psukhe be isolated or distinguished at all? Not by vir-} 
tue of any intrinsic characteristics "in" the living being, for then psukhl--: 

would simply be one among many (accidental) attributes. Perhaps it is not:,; 

the intrinsic attributes that point to a principle of life, but instead the ex

trinsic vectors by which psukhe cuts across all instances of life. If this , 
is the case1 then the distinguishing mark of psukhe would be this capac
ity for always exteriorizing, always cutting-across, always transposing and 
transforming between one form and another. 

Aristotle hints at such an explanation in book 2 of the De Anima, 

when he explains that there is not one, homogenous psukhe for all living 

beings, but several types of psukhe that are specific to their functions or 
their ends-a nutritive psukhe, dealing with growth and decay, a sensory 

and motile psukhe, dealing with "movement" in the broadest sense, from 
physical motion to sensation and affection, and finally a rational and ide
ational psukhe, that deals with thought and spirit. 

This capacity for cutting-across-which really implies a principle of 
immanence-is immediately recuperated within more vertical stratifi

cation of life forms. In Aristotle's formulation, the extrinsic capacity of 
psukhe to cut across instances of life is rendered in a highly stratified and 

hierarchical manner, in an ascending order of complexity. Furthennore, 
if the uniqueness of psukhe lies in its capacity for cutting across living 
forms, then this would seem to work against a more restricted notion of 
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-okhi that relies on intrinsic properties and the stable boundary that de-

~:es the living being in its living. _ . _ 
In short, Aristotle bifurcates the concept of psukhe into psukhe-as-

·uci le and psukhe-as-manifestation. Put in different terms, we can say 
prI P · f ·1 · h b h. h h 1 · . . that Aristotle splits his ontology o h e into t at- y-w 1c -t e- 1v1ng-1s-

l
. . and that-which-is-living. We can choose less verbose terms, and 
1vmg 

summarize by saying that Aristotle's ontology of life depends on a sp~it 
within the central concept of psukhi, and that split is one between L1fe 

and the living. 
Here let us insert a terminological clarification. Throughout this book, 

the word "life" will be used to denote the general presumptions about life, 
be it in terms of biology !the organism), philosophy (existential,' ethico
political, or otherwiseL or humanism (theories of the subject and its privi

leged phenomenality). We will use the terms "Life" and 
11

the living" to 
denote two interrelated presuppositions about life: "Life" as this idea of 
that which grounds and can be manifested only in its particular instances, 
and 11the living" to denote those manifestations or particular instances. 

Certainly, the presuppositions rely a great deal on a more general, fuzzy 
backdrop of presumptions (e.g., that "life 11 is there "for us"). But, in our 

subsequent discussions, we will also be looking for those moments when 
the presuppositions turn back on, and even negate, the presumptions alto
gether. This will have1 as one effect, a more radical questioning of the con
cept of "life" itself, and the degree to which it can be adequately thought 

within a philosophical framework. 
In the De Anima, Aristotle bifurcates life between a quasi-ontological 

notion of Life and a naturalistic notion of the living. Here "Life" is the 
concept of life-in-itself, the life of the living, the abstract notion of life, 

while "the living" are any and all the instances of life1 the manifestations 
of life, in some cases even the naturalistic, organismic, and biologistic 
notions of life. Life is that through which the heterogeneous domains of 
the living are alive; Life is that by which the heterogeneous domains of 

the living can be said to be alive. Aristotle's ontology of life sets out to 
address both the concept of life and its manifestations; the term psul<he 

signifies that which is held in common among all the living, while the 

internal distinction between Life and the living accommodates stratifica

tions within life. 

It is this bifurcation that serves as the platform for subsequent debates 
between, for example

1 
mechanism and vitalism. As Georges Canguilhem 

notes1 for there to be a debate over life in itself, there must be a certain 
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"vitalist exigency,'' a minimal difference between Life and the living.,
Thus, "vitalism translates a permanent exigency of life in the living, the-: 
self-identity of life immanent to the living."22 This in turn also requires_:: 
that Life maintain a certain conceptual nebulousness in relation to the 
living~it is the horizon of what can be thpught of Life, by the living. 

This means that the vitalist exigency cannot remain at the level of 
the philosophy of biology, if it is to inquire into "life" as an o-ntological 
category. In this way, the Aristotelian split between Life and the living 

also evokes another conceptllal pair-that of the ontological difference, 
between Being and beings highlighted by Heidegger. This distinction is 
crucial for Heidegger, as it comes to form the basis for any ontologicaf 
query at all. Heidegger's lecture courses often turn to Aristotle in talking 
not only about ontological difference, but the pulling-apart of metaphys- · 
ics from physics (phusis). As he notes, it is this latter term phusis that 
encompasses not only "nature," but a whole host of questions for Aristotle 
concerning the ontology of life: "Questions are asked concerning what life 
itself is1 what the soul is, what arising and passing away are ... what the 

emptiness is in which that which moved moves, what that which moves 
itself is as a whole and what the Prime Mover is."23 

The obvious question here is whether the Aristotelian Life-living split 
is simply a variant on the Heideggerian one between Being and beings. This 
is a complicated question, to be sure1 especially since it invites us to exam

ine in greater depth the influence of Aristotle on the early Heidegger. Inter
estingly, Heidegger argues that this broad usage of phusis-covering as it 

does "life itself" as well as modality1 1novement
1 

and causality-undergoes 
a pulling-apart process in Aristotle1 in which physics, as the Being of be
ings, detaches itself from metaphysics, as Being in itself: "We thereby have 

two meanings of cp6au; [phusis] that are found together in Aristotelian 

philosophy: firstly ip6<m; [phusis] as beings as a whole, and secondly i/JV<rn; 

[phusis] in the sense of oi.Ja{a [ousia], the essentiality of beings as such. 1124 

For our purposes here, let us note a few things. First, for Heidegger, the 
question of Being [and beings) always supersedes the question of Life [and 

the living), just as the disciplines of biology, psychology, and anthropology 

1nust presuppose a more basic set of ontological commitments concern
ing the existence of their objects of study. A philosophy of life that can
not question the being of life runs in circles (it is

1 
for Heidegger, no more 

helpful than saying "the botany of plants"). "What strikes us first of all 
in such a philosophy [and this is its fundamental lack) is that 'life' itself 
as a kind of being does not become a problem ontologically. 112s So if the 
Life-living split is a variant of ontological difference, this is less because 
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it is retroactively derived from Heidegger, and more because it is a part of 
Aristotle1s metaphysical system itself. In books Gamma and Delta of the 
Metaphysica, Aristotle is relatively clear on the question of being in itself 
and its distinction from. particular instances or types of beings. What is 
lacking, of course1 is a privileging of the phenomenal life-world of the sub
ject as the ground, or, in Heidegger's term, the "wavering11 between these 

two senses of being. 
Another; more important point1 is that it is not at all clear in the De 

Anima whether the question of 11life11 is an ontological one. In other words, 
while the Being-beings distinction is a question concerning fundamental 
ontology for Heidegger, and while the same basic distinction is also found 
in Aristotle's metaphysical works, it remains unclear whether the Life

living distinction is an ontological distinction. This is both a source of 
frustration and interest in the De Anima. In the opening passages of the 
treatise1 Aristotle, as if to express his uncertainty about this topic, throws 
nearly every metaphysical term into the text-the question of life is dis
cussed in terms of substance and accident1 the actual and the potential, 
form.al and final cause, definition and number, and so on. The real ques
tion for Aristotle-one that he admits in the opening and closing sections 
of the De Anima-is what kind of a thing "life" is for thought. Should it 
be considered as an object of metaphysical speculation, e1npirical verifica
tion, or subjective phenomenality? The De Anima contains bits of each of 
these, with "life" being discussed in terms of geometrical systematicity, 

in terms of natural philosophy1 and in tenns of affect, imagination, and 
cognition. 

This uncertainty is arguably what separates the Life-living distinction 
from that of ontological difference. Aristotle remains fuzzy about the de
gree to which the question of "life" is reducible to the question of "be

ing." For Heidegger1 this is not a question at all, since there is no more 
fundamental question than that of being, and no more basic distinction 
than that between Being and beings. Heidegger is clear on what ontologi

cal difference entails: "The being of beings 'is' itself not a being."26 Fur
thermore, this very distinction1 for Heidegger, points to a special kind of 

being (a "being-there" or Dasein)i one that inculcates a certain priority to 
the human being: "Da-sein is a being that does not simply occur among 
other beings. Rather it is ontically distinguished by the fact that in its 
being this being is concerned about its very being ... The ontic distinc

tion of Da-sein lies in the fact that it is ontological."27 What is at stake for 
this distinction between Being and beings is the way that the specifically 
hu1nan being hovers between these two terms: 11We consider beings as a 



20 CHAPTER ONE 

whole, and thereby think being. Thus, in thinking, we move within the 
differentiation between beings and being."28 

Aristotle's fuzziness vis-8.-vis the question of life remains interesting,.} 
however. For, on the one hand, Aristotle appears to simply apply meta phys-·· 

ical concepts to the question of life, implying-contra Heidegger-that the , 
latter can in fact be adequately thought in terms of, and subordinate to, the 
question of being. On the other hand, .Aristotle repeatedly makes attempts. 
to carve out a niche for the question of life that is not reducible to that'·J· 
of pure metaphysics or to any branch thereof. Yet, what it is exactly that ·.t 

makes the question of life unique proves to be elusive in the De Anima. , 
Aristotle sometimes settles on a kind of final causality specific to living 
beings, entelecheia. But even this turns in on itself, since what makes 

"life" unique is entelechy, and entelechy is simply defined as the mani
festation of final causality in living beings. At other moments, Aristotle 
appears to accord human consciousness-as a particular manifestation of 
nous or "Intellect" ~a special place as that which makes life distinct from 
being. But this runs into the problem of confusing the exemplar with the 
ideal form-the life-principle psukhe does double-duty, at once the most : 
basic and fundamental aspect of life, and also the most developed or high

est form of life. In short, Aristotle sets out for himself-and for nearly all 
ontologies of life that follow-a tautological problem: the De Anima at
tempts to articulate that which makes the question of life distinct from 
the question of being, but this can only be done through the framework 
of being. The concept of psukhe-as that which distinguishes life from 
being-is also that which ontologically distinguishes life from being. 

So crucial is this move that it can be said to be equivalent to the very 
possibility of an ontology of life itself. Aristotle's original problematic is 
how to articulate a concept of life that accounts for its plasticity-that is, 

"life" in terms of time, form, and spirit. His solution is to develop a con
cept of a principle-of-life, encapsulated in the term psukhe. But then this 
requires a presupposition between something called life-in-itself and the 

various and manifold instances of life. The problematic then becomes that 
of explaining the relationship between these two, between life-in-itself 
and the manifestations of life. 

Certainly, this raises more questions than it answers. The principle-of
life (psukhe) and the boundary-of-articulation [Life and the living) appear 

to at once provide a ground for an ontology of life, while also dissolving 
the concept altogether. To this end, the De Anima presents the concept of 
psukhe as an always-receding horizon that is never present to thought in 

itself. It is as if, in proposing a concept of the principle-of-life [psukhe), Ar-
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istotle is forced to think "life" in terms other-than-life (time and tempo-

1
.tY form and causality spirit and transcendence). In the process, these ra 1 , , · . 

other-than-life terms eventually come to displace and efface the princ1ple-
of-life altogether. There is a sense in the De Anima that what remains of 
,11ife" is this strange animate nothingness1 a kind of vitalist void in which 

the principle-of-life can assert itself only via that which displaces .it. In 
Aristotle1s De Anima, the life-principle psukhe is at once ontologically 

necessary and yet that which cannot be thought in itself. 
Even a cursory examination of this ontology reveals what appear to be 

a number of contradictions, a few of which we can list here. To begin with1 
while we can point to numerous instances of the living1 Life1 in itself1 is 

never existent as such. The only 11evidence11 of Life is precisely its mani
festation in and as the living; Life, or that which conditions the living, is 
in itself nonexistent. As we will see, following this line of thought leads 

either to an aporia that nevertheless grounds the concept of "life/' or to 

the acceptance of a negative theology at the heart of the ontology of life. 
If Life1 as that which grounds the living1 is never present in itself, then 

this opens onto another contradiction: What is common a1nong the living 
is Life, but Life in itself has no properties, attributes, or characteristics. 
Thus what is held in common among the living is itself nothing in partic
ular. 'while the living is manifested as discrete, 11full" presence, Life itself 
is never manifested, and can be thought only as a continuum of absence, 
or void; while Life is empty, the living is full; and this empty principle 

therefore grounds the surplus of its manifestations. 
If this is the case, then we are led to yet another contradiction. While 

the living is characterized by production, growth, and development, Life, 
never being present, is void of any content, biological or otherwise. If 
the previous contradiction-Life as common among the living-is one 
grounded in a spatialized relation, then in this contradiction-Life as 
static basis for the living as dyna1nic-involves a temporal one. The prob
lem here becomes how to correlate a static, fundamental concept with a 

dynamic, regional one. 
Although these contradictions appear to point to an incommensurabil

ity between Life and the living, it is important to note that, for Aristotle, 
Life and the living form an indissociable pair. And this is also a final con

tradiction that we can mention, one that encapsulates the previous ones: 
One cannot think Life without thinking the living; one cannot think Life 
while at the same time thinking the living. While Aristotle makes a dis
tinction between Life and the living, he is careful to avoid implying that 
they are autonomous and separate terms. But, as we've seen1 these two 
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terms point to a number of contradictions, such that it becomes difficult 
to think their relation at all ... except in terms of contradiction. 

It would be tempting, in this situation, to silnply throw out the Arista~ 
telian ontology of life altogether. One could easily dismiss it as outmoded 

and anachronistic, especially in an era c.f advanced technoscience, when 
the question of life itself is disparaged as mere metaphysics. _One could "' 

also recuperate the De Anima within a fairly linear continuum~- and call 
it the "history of biology" or even the "philosophy of biology." In this case·,
Aristotle would be extended ~nd corrected by Descartes, Buffon, Linnaeus, 
Darwin, and molecular biology ("Aristotle, the father of biology ... 11

). In 
either case1 Aristotle and his ontology of life would appear as outmoded or 

as the point of origin. 
We can suggest another approach1 which involves neither dismissing 

nor recuperating Aristotle, and that is to highlight the De Anima as pre
senting an ontology of life, and not simply a theology or a biology, in spite , 

of-or because of-its contradictions. This, as we've seen, points to the 
two moves that .Aristotle 1nakes-the concept of psukhe and the bifurca
tion between Life and the living. Let us neither ignore nor try to resolve 

the apparent contradictions at the heart of the De Anima, and instead pre- : 
serve them as that which makes such an ontology possible, and that :"7"hich 
ultimately undermines it. 

What would this entail? To begin with, it would mean thinking about 
the more general relationships between logic and life that Aristotle1s De 
Anima only begins to outline. Such a thought would not simply be that of 
a commensurability between them [e.g., that life is ordered and thus logi

cal), but rather of a basic incommensurability between them1 a kind of vi
talist incommensurability between logic and life. Note that this does not 
simply mean that life is inaccessible to logic, or that the former always re

mains mysteriously out of reach of the latter. It means, instead, that a dif
ferent kind of logic-that of contradiction and its own logical coherency

may serve as the ground for the Aristotelian concept of psukhe. As we will 
see in the subsequent sections of this book, accepting this means rethink
ing not only the relation between thought and life, but the notion that 

thought is life. 

r.4 THE ENTELECHY OF THE WEIRD 

To get a sense of what this 1nay mean, let us return briefly to Lovecraft's 
third type of life-the nameless living thing [the Shoggoths, the Elder 
Things, or the vague and ominous creatures that inhabit William Hope 
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j--[odgson's Night Land ... ). This third type of life is different both from 
that of the profane world of human beings, and from that of the ancient, 
alien world of the "Old Ones." But this third type of life is not simply that 
of the "monster," at least in any traditional sense. The monster is a crea
ture of norm and law1 a form of life that is defined by its deviation from 
a norm

1 
its aberration in the order of things, and its transgression of the 

law. Monsters are also often produced, or are by-products, of this norm 
or law-be it in terms of a divine Book of Nature, or in terms of the mad 
scientist playing God. Monsters are always monstrum1 that which dem
onstrates, which testifies, and which inadvertently affirms the biological 

norm or political law. 
The third type of life fonn described in Lovecraft's stories is not a 1non

ster in this traditional sense. The Shoggoths or Elder Things do not even 
share the same reality with the human beings who encounter them-and 
yet this encounter takes place1 though in a strange no-place that is neither 
quite that of the phenomenal world of the hu1nan subject or the noumenal 
world of an external reality. Lovecraft's characters search for an adequate 
set of concepts to describe them but ultimately fail-they have material 

bodies, but not materiality "as we know it"; they have "intermittent lapses 
of visibility"; they can manifest themselves in our world and yet they have 
no fixed form. 

In Lovecraft's stories the Shoggoths can barely be named, let alone ad
equately described or thought. And this is the crux of supernatural hor
ror, the reason why life is "weird.'' The threat is not the monster, or that 

which threatens existing categories of knowledge. Rather, it is the "name
less thing/' or that which presents itself as a horizon for thought. If the 
monster is that which cannot be controlled [the unlawful life), then the 
nameless thing is that which cannot be thought (the unthinkable life). 

Why can it not be thought? Not because it is something unknown or not
yet known (the mystical or the scientific). Rather, it is because it presents 
the possibility of a logic of life, though an inaccessible logic, one that ·is 
absolutely inaccessible to the human1 the natural, the earthly-an "en
telechy of the weird." 

This is, perhaps1 one definition of what Lovecraft and other writers re
fer to as "the weird." For Lovecraft, the weird is not the discovery of an ab
erration, which would place us in the context of law, norm1 and the mon
ster. Rather, the weird is the discovery of an unhuman limit to thought, 

that is nevertheless foundational for thought. The life that is weird is the 
life according to the logic of an inaccessible real, a life "out of space and 
time," and life of "extra-dimensional biologies." However this does not 
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mean that life remains mystical and ineffable; life cannot be thought, not 
because it is poetry, the sublime, or even the noumenal. Rather, life can
not be thought because it can only be thought through a logic of contradic
tion, and contradiction is-as Aristotle reminds us-the very bedrock of 
rational thought itself. 

Perhaps, if supernatural horror is the paradigm for think1llg_ 11 life11 to:~ 
day, it is less because of the way it situates life vis-J.-vis the moriSter and 
the law or norm, and more be~ause it raises the question of logic, life, and 
the (/weird" relation between the two. Let us restate this idea: supernatu
ral horror provides us with the model for thinking about the Aristotelian 
ontology of life in terms of its ontologically necessary contradictions. We 
can, not without a bit of humor (since there is always humor, if not the ab
surd, in the weird), refer to this monstrous coupling of logic and bio-logic 
as "Aristotelian biohorror. 1

' 

From the framework laid out in the De Anima one inherits not only a 
set of concepts, but the contradictions that necessarily follow upon them. 
This is not just a problem of philosophy-in which life is an object of in
quiry for, say, the philosophy of biology. W11at results is also a problem 
for philosophy. Aristotle utilizes metaphysical concepts to describe an 
internal differentiation within psukhe. There is the "being" of life, as it 
were-the ousia of psukhe. But this also presupposes an ontology of life 
that is not simply identical to ontology per se. This involves the basic pre
supposition that every ontology of life presumes a primary distinction be
tween life and being-but only insofar as it can think of life only in terms 
of being. 

The principle-of-life (psukhe) and the boundary-of-articulation (Life vs. 
the living) appear to at once provide not only a ground for an ontology 
of life, but also the ground for dissolving the concept altogether. To this 
end, the De Anima presents the concept of psukhe as an always-receding 
horizon-on further examination, "life" simply becomes isomorphic with 
time and temporality, with form and causality, or with spirit and tran
scendence. In the De Anima1 the life-principle psukhe is at once ontologi
cally necessary and yet that which cannot be thought in itself, and the De 
Anima is, early on1 already insinuating the necessary and yet unexam
ined void at the heart of philosophical questioning of life: To what extent 
are all ontologies of life determined within the twofold framework of the 
principle-of-life and the bifurcation between Life and the living?" 

CHAPTER TWO 

Superlative Life 

Negations are true and affirmations are inadequate. 

-Nicholas of Cusa 

2.1 LIFE WITH OR WITHOUT LIMITS 

We begin this chapter with a broad question: To what extent is an 
ontology of life possible? When one looks at the concept of life in 

Western philosophy, one sees a duplicity in nearly every attempt to think 
life itself. In one line of thinking, life appears to be defined by limit-life 
as defined by that which exists in time1 and, as such1 is subject to finitude 
and temporality. Indeed, life is precisely this finitude1 the constraints of 
corporeality, and the limitations of temporality. Aristotle, for instance, 
dedicates an entire treatise-De Generatione et Corruptione-to this idea, 
describing the dual processes of 11coming-to~be11 and 11passing-away'1 as 
central to the Life of the living. And such constraints apply not only to the 
individuated living being, but to groups of living beings-hence the idea of 
extinction doubly haunts every instance of the living, as an individualized 
living being and as a generalized type or form of life.1 So finite are life
processes that Descartes could, using a notorious analogy, describe the 
living being as a clockwork mechanism, reducible to its component parts 
and their discrete interactions. But such an orientation is not limited to 
vitalistic or mechanistic theories. In the Romantic and Lebensphilosophie 
traditions, this finitude of life (birth/death, growth/decay) is not denied 
but affirmed, culminating in an organicist philosophy of dynamic change 
and becoming. Here is Schelling: 11So long as I myself a1n identical with 
Nature1 I understand what a living nature is as well as I understand my 
own life ... As soon, however, as I separate myself, and with me every-




