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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 t}_ie paradigm for thinking 11life" to

day, it is less because of the way it sit1lates life vis-a-vis the monster and 
the law or norm, and more because it raises the question of lrigic, :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." 
From the framework laid out in the De Anima one inherits not only a 

set of concepts1 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. What results is also a problem 
for philosophy. Aristotle utilizes metaphysical concepts to describe an 
internal differentiation within psukhe. There is the nbeing" of life1 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 temporality1 with form and causality, or with spirit and tran
scendence. In the De Anima

1 
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 time, and1 as such, is subject to finitude 
and temporality. Indeed, life is precisely this finitude, the constraints of 
corporeality

1 
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-be" and 11passing-away" 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 rn.echanism1 reducible to its component parts 
and their discrete interactions. But such an orientation is not limited to 

vitalistic or mechanistic theories. In the Rom.antic 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: "So long as I myself arn identical with 

Nature, I understand what a living nature is as well as I understand my 
own life ... As soon, however, as I separate myself, and with rn.e every-
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thing ideal, from Nature, nothing remains to me but a dead object, and} 
cease to comprehend how a life outside me can be possible.112 

At its limit, the notion of life~as-finitude turns into its opposite-death/ 
decay, and decomposition. In eighteenth-century pathological anatoniyt 
life is seen to be working even in the 11vital" processes of tissue decay artd/ 
the decomposing corpse-the "vital properties" are thus distinguishe·cf 

from the merely "physical properties""by 11contractibility/1 11sen~ibility//,. 
and other attributes. 3 The phenomena of putrefaction and fermentati6 
serve as laboratories for thinking about a kind of necrological vitalism ill 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Germari biology. In a way, biologic<l{ 
vitalism begins to overlap with philosophical vitalism. Schelling again::· 
"Life-activity is the cause of its own extinction ... and so life itself is onl 
the bridge to death."4 Life-processes, thought of in terms of finitude, begi!l\ 
to turn into their opposite, death-processes. 

At the same time, however, it is precisely this emphasis on process thaf 
reveals another line of thinking about life, one in which life is associatel 
not so much with the finite, but with the infinite. The infinite is uncle:(: 
stood here not in the mathematical sense, but rather in terms of duratiori·' 
and continuity. It is precisely because life exists in time, but is not fixed iri 

time, that it is infinite. While the discrete living organism lives and dies/ 
life itself is a continuum that conditions the possibility of the living. N6;·· 
doubt there are influences of Neoplatonism in this regard (as we will see 
below Ji but the notion of life as flow, flux, and process is not only a keY · 
feature of Darwinian biology, but it is also at the center of early-twentieth.
century attempts to think life in a nonreductionist way, be it in the pro

cess philosophy of Bergson or Whitehead, the process theology of Chardin, 
or the renewed 1'scientific11 vitalism of Driesch. In the History and Theory 
of Vitalism, Driesch had identified the 11auton01ny of the processes of life11 

as central to any philosophical inquiry into life. Driesch would also bring 
back a concept posited by Aristotle and redefined by Kant: entelechy, or 
the immaterial guiding force of life-processes towards particular ends. 

Thus, from a general point of view, life is at once finite and infinite, 
closed and open, discrete and continuous. In many instances the view of 

life in terms of finitude eventually opens onto the view of life as infinite. 
Whatever the case, there is a general tendency to characterize life itself in 
some opposition to limit, at the same time that life is defined in terms of 

temporality as a kind of de-limitation. We can broadly refer to this dual 
move as '1philosophical vitalism.11 

What is required of vitalism as a philosophical gesture? First, life must 
be characterized as s01nething that is generous, productive, proliferative, 
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d enninal. Life is that which flows or pours forth-whether one posits 
an gnscendent source of that flowing, or whether life-as-process simply a tra 
flows from itself. This implies a second requirement, which is th~t the 
generosity of life is itself irreducible and unlimited, though .the particular 
manifestations of life may in and of themselves be constrained. Whet~er 
one posits a "life-force/' 11All-Soul, 11 f?.lan vital, or emergent properties, 
there is something, some Life1 that conditions the possibility of the con
ditioned, or the living-even if this conditioning principle is itself fully 
immanent within the conditioned. This ineans that1 in addition to it be
ing generous and conditioning, life in philosophical vitalism must fulfill 
a third requirement, which is that it be distributive, pervasive, and out
flowing. This means that life for philosophical vitalism is at once every
where and nowhere, a pure excess and generosity1 and yet in itsel£ not any 

one, single, individual instance of life. 
For philosophical vitalism, a number of questions arise from these re

quirements. For example, if life is understood as generosity and excess, as 
something that never "runs out/' from what reservoir does it derive this 
generosity, this propensity? This question leads to others: Must one pre
suppose a transcendent principle-of-life, from which it derives its excess
a kind of divine reservoir of life? If not, then how can the concept of life be 
thought at all, without some externally conditioning principle or criterion 
by which we can think of something as alive? ls a principle-of-life some
thing that is ontologically necessary for thinking the concept of life in 
philosophical vitalism? If not1 how then does one account for the dialec

tics of identity and difference, or being and becoming vis-a-vis this notion 

of life as flux and flow? 
This is the central problematic that will occupy us here: Life under

stood in terms of time. Life is understood not only as that which exists in 

time, but this existing-in-time brings with it a host of questions, questions 
concerning change and stasis, life-as-productive and life-as-destructive, 
the reduction of life to nonliving substance (the chemistry of life, the 

physics of life) and the raising-up of life to phenomenological or even mys

tical levels (the phenomenon of life, spiritual life). 
All of this points to a problematic outlined by Aristotle-the rela

tion between Life and the living1 and the way in which both are inscribed 
in time. For Aristotle, both the particular species of the living1 as well 

as the life-principle (psukhe), are often discussed in terms of temporal
ity, change, and movement. Time also becomes a concern in the many 
debates concerning inechanism and vitalism, whether time be reversible 

or not, whether the temporality of the organism be different from that of 
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the nonliving. Arguably, contemporary interest in emergence and self
organization takes up the issue of time as well, but, instead of relying on 
an external organizing principle (divine order or natural law), such re
search asks how the living dynamically organizes itself internally, from 
within its own local contingencies. In short, how can one account for the 
dynamic production and creation of the living, once one subtracts a tran
scendent principle, once one subtracts an.,Artificer or Creator? 

Thus, our guiding question-can there be an ontology of life -th;t does 
not become a biology or theology of life?-will take us in a direction that 
at first, 1nay seem counterintuitive. Instead of marching through the his~ 

tory of biology, we will consider a few specific moments in Medieval phi
losophy, by way of Neoplatonism and mystical theology. But if we are not 
to reduce life to biology, equally must we not reduce it to theology. Phi
losophy provides a middle path here, though, as we will see, it opens onto 
its own set of problems as well. Our guiding question will serve to set 
up a number of attributes by which we can delineate the contours and 
limits of life as an ontological question. One of those attributes will be 
the idea of life thought of in terms of time: as generosity, as proliferation, 
as excess- an idea that we will call superlative life. Tracing the develop

ment of superlative life will take us, by way of Plotinus, to the works of 
the Pseudo-Dionysius and John Scottus Eriugena, both of whom make key 
contributions to the idea of superlative life. But the way in which they 
think life in terms of time has within it a 11heretical11 strand, in which 
superlative life and its positivity is, in turn, thought in terms of negativity 

and what Eriugena calls nihil. The enigmatic turn for these thinkers is, 
then, a superlative life that is also "nothing." 

2.2 LIFE AS TIME IN PLOTINUS 

To begin with, let us consider the concept of the superlative. In its most 

general sense, the concept of the superlative is about transcendence, about 
that which is fundamentally or absolutely beyond. If we posit, for example, 
a First Cause that conditions all instances of causality, then we conceive 

of this Cause as superlative to any particular instances of causality. The 
same can be said with regard to a Prime Mover. But this being-beyond is 

also a transcendence that encompasses, that conditions, and that is, onto
logically speaking, necessary. The superlative is not only beyond all that 

is, but its being-beyond fundamentally conditions all that is. This last 
point also means that, at so1ne level, the superlative is indelibly connected 

to all that is-the First Cause not only conditions all instances of causa-
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tion, but is, in some minimal sense, in effect 11in" each of those instances 
of causality. The question that arises from the superlative is precisely how 
to think the superlative as at once absolutely transcendent and yet mini

mally immanent. 
This question becomes especially prescient in Neoplatonic thinking. 

Here, the synthesis of Greek and early Christian thought opens onto a set 
of questions that would preoccupy Medieval philosophers for centuries 
to come. At the center of Neoplatonism is the question of the superla
tive as a dynamical concept. And one of the challenges that this concept 
of the superlative brings with it is the following: between the world
contingent, always changing, finite-and the divine-conditioning, eter
nal1 and infinite-there must be some relation that does not either simply 
deify the world or naturalize the divine. This means that the sugerlative 
is not simply an inaccessible and static transcendence 11out there," but 
that, insofar as it conditions, causes, and forms the world, the superlative 
expresses a temporality that is specific to creation, generation, and pro
duction. However this relation is characterized, it must take into account 
some notion of the superlative in temporal terms. The superlative is that 

which is absolutely "beyond'' at the same time that it is that which is ab

solutely 11within." 
Consider the concept of the One in Neoplatonism. The One is defined 

in part as that which produces the Many. This means that the One is 
"first" causally, in terms of it being ontologically necessary for thought 
to begin at all. But is the One itself produced? This would then mean that 
the One is produced by something else, a meta-One of sorts. If the One is 

not produced, then this would imply that it has always existed. But what 
then guarantees its continued existence, its persistence? That is, the per
sistence of the One would seem to imply its continued production (but a 
production that cannot come from outside itself). So, does the One pro

duce itself? If it does, then the One would also seem to take on the at
tributes of time and temporality. But this time specific to the One would 
have to be different from the time of creaturely life and the world, else the 

One would simply be one among many things in the world. The compro
mise is to suggest that the One is temporal, in the sense that it produces 

itself as well as producing the world, but that its temporality is beyond any 
concept of creaturely or worldly temporality. That is, the One persists in a 

superlative time. 
Moreover, the concept of the superlative that is presented, linked as 

it is to time, production, and process, implies that this superlative time 
is also a superlative life, being both the causal source and the principle 



30 CHAPTER TWO 

of animation (psukhe) of the world. One of the results of this thinking 
in Medieval philosophy is the bifurcation of the concept of life between 
a superlative divine life and a subordinate creaturely life. The Life of the 
living, the creaturely life, the life of the world, necessitates a grounding 

concept of a life-beyond-life, a Life that c;::,uses and conditions all possible 
instances of living. Yet, since this Life is by definition abSolD:tely_ tran:.. 
scendent, it remains inaccessible to thought, lying beyond any ·possible 
conceptualization. The conjunction of Life with tilne in the concept of 
the superlative conditions anY and all possibility of thinking subordinate 
instances of the living. 

Neoplatonism-especially in the version presented by Plotinus-presents 
us with the basic terms of this idea. The Enneads are often described as 
providing a tripartite metaphysical schema: the One, which is in itself ab
solutely transcendent and unknowable; the InteIIect, which encompasses 

the primordial causes; and the Soul, which is both the principle of anima
tion and the emanation of the InteIIect. The Enneads repeatedly describe 
the procession from the One, through the InteIIect, via the Soul, and to the 
world, as a process of emanation frmn a source to the multiplicity of things 
it causes.5 Not surprisingly, the analogies of the river and the sun are fre
quently used to describe this relation between the One and the world. 

Scholarship on The Enneads has raised a number of questions regard
ing this system. 6 For example, is the relation between the One, InteIIect, 
and Soul a hierarchical or a topological relation? It is, certainly, hierarchi
cal in that the divine "descends" or emanates from the One, which is the 

source of all things. The Intellect is the point of mediation, the first move
ment from divine simplicity to earthly complexity. The Soul enacts the 
movement of emanation from the Intellect. But this priority may also be 

viewed as an ontological priority, and the relationship actually more topo
logical, akin to concentric circles. Such a relation-from pyramidal strata 
to concentric circles-would emphasize the pervasive quality of the One 

within each 11level" of emanation (a situation not totally absent in The En
neads). This does not1 of course, hnply that the concept of the One in Plo

tinus is a fully immanentist concept. It does bring to the foreground the 
issue of the temporality of the One-InteIIect-Soul relation, based as it is on 

the dynamical and processual acts of creation, emanation, and radiation. 

The key term here is Soul («iv,r,j), of which Plotinus has a very particu
lar definition in mind.7 The Soul is-as it is with Aristotle-a principle of 
ani1nation or a life-principle. The Soul is not simply that which guaran-
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tees that some thing or another exist; it is the dynamic principle by which 
things are brought into existence, by which the uncreated is created, and 
so forth. For Plotinus the Soul is also indissociable from the processes of 
emanation and radiation that distribute the One, via the Intellect, into the 
world. The Soul is not only a point of mediation, closely associated with 
Intellect; it is the very continuum between the One (as absolutely tran
scendent) and the world (as fully contingent). "For the Soul (~vx,j) is many 
things, is all, is the Above and the Beneath to the totality of life ( ('mijs): and 
each of us is an Intellectual Cosmos, linked to this world by what is low

est in us, but, by what is highest, to the Divine Intellect."8 

As that which establishes the continuum between the 11Above" and the 
[/Beneath," the Soul is, for Plotinus, internally differentiated as well. In the 
opening pages of the First Ennead (which was, at one time, given the title "On 
the Animate" by Porphyry), Plotinus asks 11whether a distinction is to be 
made between Soul and Essential Soul (between an individual Soul and the 
Soul-Kind in itself)."9 In the Fourth Ennead, Plotinus returns again to this 
question1 suggesting further distinctions between the individual Soul, the 
"World-Soul" (the Soul as manifested in and as the world), the 11All-Soul11 

or actively emanating Soul in itself, and the 11 Hypostatic Soul" (where the 
Soul in itself becomes nearly indistinguishable from the Intellect). 

What all these internally differentiated types of Soul have in common 
is this principle of animation or vitality, and it is for this reason that the 
Soul is, for Plotinus, indelibly linked to a concept of life: //we sum all into 

a collected unity once more, a sole Life in the Supreme ... thus we know 
Identity, a concept or, rather, a Life never varying, not becoming what pre
viously it was not, the thing immutably itself, broken by no interval, and 
knowing this, we know Eternity.1110 On this level, the Soul is a principle of 

transcendence; it is not this or that particular instance of the living, not 
this or that particular manifestation in the world. It is that which condi
tions every possible instance of the living, while remaining itself above 

and beyond those instances: "Thus we come to the definition: the Life 
(Sm1])-instantaneously entire, complete, at no point broken into period or 
part-which belongs to the Authentic Existent by its very existence, this 
is the thing we were probing for~this is Eternity.1111 

For Plotinus, the Soul has one aspect that is unchanging (though it 
conditions change), infinite (though it structures the finite), and eternal 

(though it is itself a dynamic, temporal principle). It is defined more by its 
upward association with the One, than it is by the multiplicity of things 
in the natural, caused world. Plotinus' evocation of the eternal is quite 
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intentional, in that the Soul can be regarded as precisely that which does 
not itself change: "That which neither has been nor will be, but simply 
possesses being, that which enjoys stable existence as neither in process of 

change nor having ever changed.1112 

However, as we've already seen1 the ~oul in The Enneads also has an
other aspect, one that is intimately tied to temporality1 change, and t_he 
dynamic emanation or radiation of the world. While Plotinus never states 
that the Soul is identical with the world, it does, nevertheless, have an 

hnportant temporal associatl.on with the world. But if the Soul is defined 
in its temporality, how can it remain absolutely transcendent to all that 
changes? The Third Ennead contains an important meditation on the 
Soul, Life, and Tilne, where Plotinus outlines the problem: 

Putting forth its energy in act after act1 in a constant progress of nov
elty, the Soul produces succession as well as act; taking up new pur
poses added to the old it brings thus into being what had not existed in 

that former period when its purpose was still dormant and its life was 
not as it since became: the life is changed and that change carries with 
it a change of Time. Time, then, is contained in differentiation of Life; 
the ceaseless forward movement of Life brings with it unending Time; 
and Life as it achieves its stages constitutes past Time.13 

The important phrase here comes near the end: "Time ... is contained in 

differentiation of Life. 11 The Soul is defined as a principle of animation or 
life because it is inherently a temporal principle1 manifested in the very 
persistence of the Soul as an emanation that goes on forever and that never 
ceases. The Soul, then, is a principle of life-beyond-life (or Life with a capi

tal 111 11
); it is a principle of Life that is at once manifested in the living but 

which is not reducible to the living. And it is here that Plotinus shifts from 

the more common notion of the living ((w,j) to the life-principle (~vx,j). 
Unlike the particular instances of the living, which are constrained by 
the finitude of time, the Soul is a Life that is in excess, a "ceaseless" Life 

operating through an 11unending11 time. 
This would see1n to be in conflict with the earlier pronouncement that 

the Life of the Soul is identical to Eternity, to that which is beyond time. 

So n1uch does Plotinus link Soul, Life, and Time together in a triangula
tion that he can ask rhetorically, 11Would it, then, be sound to define Time 

as the Life of the Soul (xe6vov ni; A6yo1 1/JVX'/Ji;) in movement as it passes 
from one stage of act or experience to another? 1114 His reply is telling, for it 
becomes indicative of 1nuch subsequent thinking on the topic: 
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Yes; for Eternity, as we have said, is Life in repose, unchanging, self
identical, always endlessly complete; and there is to be an image of 
Eternity~Time-such an image as this lower All presents of the 
Higher Sphere. Therefore over against that higher Life ((mf},;) there 
must be another life ((an]v), known by the same name as the more veri
table Life of the Soul (~vx;J,) .. 1s 
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Here again we see Aristotle's split between that-which-is-living and that
by-which-the-living-is-living, between the living and Life. Here we also 

see an e1nphasis on the dynamic principle of the creation1 causality, and 
fonnation of the world. But what Plotinus does is to place this concept 
of the Soul squarely between a principle of absolute transcendence (the 
OneL and a manifestation of emanation (the world, as caused by the Soul). 
The Soul is not just a principle of animation or life, but a principle of me
diation as well. It sits, nestled between the absolutism of the One and 
its pervasive spreading-out or emanation in the world. The Soul is1 in a 
sense, Janus-faced, with one side 11in repose'' and unchanging, turning to
wards a contemplation of the One, and another side that is actively in op
eration, emanating the world. In fact, given this bifurcation between the 

Soul-as-eternal and the Soul-as-temporal, we can suggest something fur
ther about Plotinus' concept of the Soul: the Soul is precisely that which 
contains the duplicity, if not the contradictions, inherent in the concept 
of Life. 

For Plotinus1 the Soul establishes a continuum between the One and 
the world; but it is also internally differentiated between many kinds 

of Soul. This dual movement of a continuum and a differentiation, of a 
drawing-together and a spreading-apart, raises a number of problems for 
the concept of the Soul, which Plotinus outlines in the Fourth Ennead16 : 

the Soul is everywhere present in all things and yet it still remains sin

gular; the Soul, as the continuum between the One and the world, is both 
immaterial and material; the Soul, as both a derivation from the One and 
an emanation of the world1 is at once eternal and temporal, infinite and 
finite: 

. .. over against that Movement of the Intellectual Soul there must be 
the movement of some partial phase; over against that Identity, Un
changeableness and Stability there must be that which is not constant 
in the one hold but puts forth multitudinous acts; over against that 
Oneness without extent or interval there must be an image of oneness, 
a unity of link and succession; over against the immediately Infinite 
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and All-comprehending, that which tends, yes, to infinity but by tend

ing to a perpetual futurity; over against the Whole in concentration
1 

there must be that which is to be a whole by stages never final.17 

With Plotinus we get a concept,of Life that is really a life-beyond-life, but 
also a life-within-life, insofar as it is dynamically -em;;inative and continu

ous with all instances of the living. This results in a tension that is espe~ 
cially evident in th~ meditations on time and temporality in The Enneads. 
And this tension begins to become formulated in terms of li1nitation and 
negation-albeit tentatively-in Patristic thinkers such as Augustine and , 
in the early Scholasticism of Anselm. Both hint at a concept of the di
vine that is at once transcendent and immanent, static and dynamic, and, 
above all, as something that cannot be positively thought. 

2_3 ON THE SUPERLATIVE 

Let us call this life-beyond-life, or really, this Life-beyond-the-living, su
perlative life. It both persists in a continuum that cuts across all instances 
of the living, while at the same time existing apart fr01n any particular 
instance of the living as its ground or condition. It is a delimited life, a life 
that is superlative because it is not finite and never 11runs out." While it 

is Aristotle who first articulates the distinction between Life and the liv
ing, it is Plotinus who gives us a concept of Life that is characterized by a 
tension between the superlative perfection of the divine and the dynamic, 

processual generosity that is also identical with the divine. Superlative life 
is neither the principle of life in itself, nor the concrete instance of the liv
ing, but an ontological necessity positing a background excess (Life) from 

which manifestations of this excess are foregrounded (the living). Superla
tive life is, quite simply, an ontology of Life that is thought of in terms of 
time, temporality, and process. 

But superlative life has several sides to it, a major and a minor key. The 

major key is that of positive theology: Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas .. 
Positive theology proceeds to think the superlative in terms of affirmative 
assertions of divine attributes; its major motifs are light and radiation. It 

aims for beatitude, the moment at which reason is superseded by faith. In
sofar as it utilizes negation, this negation is always subordinate to affirma
tion, and always sublimated (the negative statement "God is not-living" 

always turns into "God is the most perfect Life"). Positive theology has a 
number of political advantages as well. Its motifs of light and radiation not 
only reaffinn a single, centralized divine source, but, in its Neoplatonic 
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variant, it also assures a hierarchy of processes, causes, and distributions, 
from one circle to the next, from a higher layer to a lower layer, along the 
areat chain of beings. 
0 

In contrast to this, we can consider several examples of negative the-
ology, which, arguably, remains the minor key of Medieval philosophy.1s 
Frequently, negative theology is interpreted such that it can be brought 
within the ambit of positive theology. Negative theology also has within 
it a nu1nber of important ambiguities, specifically regarding the idea of su
perlative life and the role of negation in thinking the superlative. Recently, 
negative theology has become a central preoccupation of continental phi
losophy, especially as regards the role of aporia, negation, and limit in the 
debate over the "post-theological."19 For our purposes here, the thinkers 

we will consider are the Pseudo-Dionysius and John Scottus Eriugena. In 
contrast to the motifs of light and radiation, the motifs these thinkers pre
fer are those of darkness, shadow, and nothingness. This negative theol
ogy does not lead straight to beatitude, but often ends up somewhat lost, 
wandering amidst divergent paths of doubt, confusion, and even, at times, 
skepticism. While positive theology always sublimates the negative into 
the positive, negative theology employs a different strategy, that of contra
diction, limitation, and irresolution. Negation in negative theology is not 
just a temporary "not-X" but an absolute "not-X, 11 a notion that leads both 
the Pseudo-Dionysius and Eriugena to consider a contradictory 11superla
tive negation." 

The point in examining the tradition of negative theology is not to sug
gest that it is somehow more accurately able to "get at" the divine, much 
less the concept of life, for both the Pseudo-Dionysius and Eriugena are 

far from being traditional theologians. But neither is the point to suggest 
that thinkers such as these are outright heretics or proto-atheists (even 
though their works were often accused of heresy and later dubbed "panthe
ist"). The point in examining the tradition of negative theology is that it 

is unique in the way that it both internalizes classical thinking about the 
life-principle, while at the same time it displays an acute awareness of the 
challenges to thought itself that such a concept evokes_ Negative theology 
is unique in that it 1nost clearly articulates the contradictions inherent in 

any attempt to ontologize Life. It is this conjunction of "life" (as superla
tive) and "nothing" (as a form of negation) that we will trace in both the 
Pseudo-Dionysius and subsequently in Eriugena. Bearing in mind the Plo
tinian framework for the idea of superlative life, we can begin with a con
sideration of the role of 11apophatic life" in the Pseudo-Dionysius, before 
considering the conjunction of Life and nihil in the thought of Eriugena. 
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2.4 SUPERLATIVE LIFE I: PSEUDO-D!ONYSIUS 

Mystical writings have a tenuous status in philosophical discourse. on;_ 
the one hand, a number of thinkers who are part of the Western philo~'-· 
sophical canon (Augustine, Aquinas) also wrote in the "key" of mysticaf 
discourse, and works such as The Cloud of Unknowing or The Dark Nighf 
of the Soul have established mystical writing as a tradition in its .ow · 
right. On the other hand, in the public consciousness mystical writing i _, 

often regarded as being too close to its uncouth, modern cousins-"ne 
age11 spiritualism, occult -and paranormal studies, or, at its most banal 

religious self-help. However, the flowering of mystical texts in the earlf 
monotheistic traditions provides us with a set of texts with which to pos~{ 
certain ontological questions. It is also worth noting that mystical theol/': 

ogy itself is as varied as Medieval philosophy. Mystical theology writings 
often note how the idea of a principle of life, of a life-beyond-life, even "· ·, 

life beyond being" (in the words of the Pseudo-Dionysius), is at the same 
time spoken only through the concepts and language of negation, dark-.: 
ness, and "nothing.'' 

A word should be said about the Pseudo-Dionysius1 an author with no_:: 
name. Four major works are attributed to him: The Mystical Theology/ 
The Divine Names, The Celestial HierarchYi and The Ecclesiastical Hier
archy. The first two are works of mystical theology, the last two deal more 
specifically with institutional and doctrinal aspects of the Church. The , 
author was originally thought to be one Dionysius the Areopagite, briefly·. 
mentioned in Acts IT34, a convert and follower of Paul. 20 But, as early as/ 
the sixth century, the authorship of the texts ascribed to Dionysius the'_: 

Areopagite were called into question. 21 Part of the reason for the disputa
tion may have been the ideas attributed to Dionysius: he is, along with 
several other authorities, cited as a monophysite thinker, believing that 

Christ has only one nature, which is divine (as opposed to Christ having 
a twofold nature, divine and human). Such topics were intensely debated 
in the fifth century as early Christianity struggled to articulate a coher- ' 

ent boundary between orthodoxy and heresy. In addition, the works of the 
Corpus Areopagiticum show a marked Neoplatonic influence, which plays 

a part in the more mystical passages, as well as participating in the ongo
ing and conflicted synthesis of Aristotelian, Neoplatonic, and early Chris
tian thinking. 

Despite the disputed authorship, the Corpus Areopagiticum continued 
to exercise a strong influence in Medieval philosophy and theology-the 

anonymous author is cited numerous times by Scholastic thinkers such 
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A. uinas and by late-Medieval mystics such as Nicholas of Cusa. Works 
as q . h 1 
froro the Corpus were translated into Latin numerous times-mt. e ear y 
ninth century, by Hilduin, abbot of a Parisian 1nonastery (reportedl! und~r 
the patronage of Dionysius), and in the late ninth century, by the Insh phi~ 

losopher John Scottus Eriugena. 
The two works from the Corpus Areopagiticum that have exercised 

the most influence are The Mystical Theology and The Divine Names. As 
recent scholarship has noted, they are important not only as documents 
of the mystical theology tradition, but they also contain innovations in 
hilosophical reflection on the logic of negation. 22 The former is a brief 

p d . . k but dense poetic meditation on method. In it the Pseu o-D10nysms ma es 
the important distinction between 11affirmative" or '1positive11 theology 
and "negative" theology. The latter work, The Divine Names, is,a more 
extended, more "philosophical" work divided into chapters with sub
headings. In it the Pseudo-Dionysius meditates on a number of topics, in
cluding the method of negative theology, the divine nature, creation and 

creatures, "unity and differentiation," the Neoplatonic motif of light, and 
the nature of evil. For our purposes, we will look at two specific points: 
in The Mystical TheologY, the introduction of the concept of negation, 

and its development into a concept of II superlative life" in The Divine 

Names. 

2.4.I NEGATIVE VS. AFFIRMATIVE THEOLOGY 

The body of work ascribed to the Pseudo-Dionysius raises the issue of 
the limits of thought. To what extent can the divine be thought as such? 
When we give names to the divine, referring to it as "One," or {/Good," 

or '1Life," to what extent do such names imply a knowledge of the divine 
or a comprehension of the transcendent? Would not an adequate thought 
of the divine be tantamount to an experience of the divine itself? Would 

such a 1'divine thought" also imply a {/divine life"? There is a thread that 
runs from Neoplatonism through to the high Scholasticism of Aquinas 

that meditates at length on such questions.23 One of the central problems 
in thinking the divine lies in the very act of naming the divine-is nam
ing also knowing, and if so, how can the finite, contingent, human crea

ture make such a claim to know the infinite, unbounded, and transcen

dent realm of the divine, without actually 1naking a claim for the divinity 
of the creature itself? Often this conundrum is resolved by a distinction 
between a statement that something is and knowing what something is; 

thus one could safely posit, and even prove, the existence of God without 
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1naking any undue claims about knowing anything beyond this mere fac 
of God's existence. 

But such resolutions are only temporary1 for, even if the 1'divine namei 
signifies nothing more than mere existence

1 
this existence in itself h ·:·: 

to be accounted for, or at least qualified: if God exists1 does this impr 
that God is also subject to the contingencies of life and death, as are crei 
tures? If not1 then one is led into a laby!inth where one ha-s two choiceS' 

either one would have to affirm God's existence in a qualified -wa~ (e.~/ 
as a 11super-existence," "super-eminence/ or purely positive existenc~/. 
or one would have to entertain the idea that the divine or the transce-/ 
dent is, in a sense, unothing11 (literally, no thing, no existent). In this latt'. 

mode, the divine is given a paradoxical name, the name of negation: Go: 
is 11not-One11 (since a numerical notion of One implies that something c(· 
be added to it), God is "not-Life" (since there is no life or death in th 
divine), God is "not-Good" (since the good presupposes a state of fallin · 
away or evil). 

The long tradition of meditation on the divine names is often sphi 
those who make positive claims for the divine (the divine can be named\ 
but qualified in a way that places it transcendentally above all things' 

and those who make negative claims for the divine (the divine can only b· 
named as not-this or not-that). The works of the Pseudo-Dionysius 1nar·"' 
an important moment in the latter1 negative tradition, and they do so b~.~: 

cause of the particular concept of negation that they propose, a conceP~' 
that works against both the positive tradition as well as the negative/ 
privative tradition. · 

Poetically dense and often enigmatic, the short text entitled The Mys/ 
tical Theology sets out the problematic: 

The fact is that the more we take flight upward1 the more our words 
are confined to the ideas we are capable of forming; so that now as we 

plunge into that darkness which is beyond intellect, we shall find our
selves not simply running short of words but actually speechless and 
unknowing.24 

The more thought reaches upward and outward, the more it increasinglr'_ 
comes up against the limits of thought itself; the pinnacle of thought is itS, 
very foundation, precisely that which it cannot think. The author contin- ._: 

ues, noting that as one works up from the domain of creatures to that of 
the divine life, 11from what is below up to the transcendent ... the more i, 
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language falters, and when it has passed up and beyond the ascent, it will 
turn silent completely/' since, at that point, it will effectively be indistin
guishable from the divine itself. 25 For the Pseudo-Dionysius, the problem 
is not simply in finding the adequate words or the most appropriate names 
for the divine; rather, the problem has to do with the horizon of thought 
itself. Let us take a 1nodern viewpoint of this problematic, and suggest 
that, for the Pseudo-Dionysius1 the problem of the "divine names" is really 
a problem of the unthought, a problem of the blind spots of thinking. As 
with many writers in the mystical theology tradition1 the divine not only 

positively signifies the transcendent or the supernatural, but it also comes 
to demarcate the very boundaries of thinking itself. 

This problematic leads the Pseudo-Dionysius to distinguish between 
two methods for thinking the divine. There is, first, the 11affinnativy the

ologies," by which one positively designates attributes to the divine1 usu
ally of the simple form "God is x, 11 where xis most often some attribute 
found among creatures (especially human creatures Ji but 11raised up" to its 
most perfect state. This is the via affirmativa (xaracparixry or kataphatic). 
It is the affirmative way, "in which God is described as good, existent, 
life

1 
wisdom, power, and whatever other things pertain to the conceptual 

names for God.1126 Thus1 if xis "life/ then this attribute of being alive is 
beyond any instance of creaturely or natural life, marred as it is by tempo

rality, decay1 and death. 
The via affirmativa or affirmative theology is dependent on and begins 

from the creaturely world, from human attributes such as being l/good11 or 
11wise,'1 and then attempts to work its way up from there. Such a method 
invites an anthropomorphic tendency as well, in which the divine ob
tains the characteristics of the earthly and human domain. In this case, 
the attributes of the divine are "analogies of God drawn from what we 

perceive ... his anger, grief1 and rage, of how he is said to be drunk and 
hungover, of his oaths and curses, of his sleeping and waking, and indeed 
of all those images we have of him, images shaped by the workings of the 

symbolic representations of God."27 Despite this intriguing, rather pagan 
image of the drunken God, the Pseudo-Dionysius notes the limitations 
of affirmative theology-all affirmations of the divine and the transcen

dent must by necessity end up negating themselves in their attempt to 
Posit that which is beyond all positing-indeed, anthropomorphism is this 
limitation itself. 

It is here that, in a characteristically cryptic passage, the Pseudo
Dionysius distinguishes the via affirmativa from the via negativa, the 
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kataphatic from the apophatic (dn6rpa-nx17), affinnative theology from 
negative theology: 

Now it seems to me that we should praise the denials quite differently 

than we do the assertions. When we made assertions we began with 

the first things, moved down through intermediate terms until we 

reached the last things. But now as we climb from the last things up 

to the most primary we deny all things so that we inay- unhiddenly 

know that unknowing which itself is hidden from all those possessed 

of knowing amid beings, so that we may see above being that darkness 
concealed from all the light among beings. 28 

There are two movements described here: a movement of ascension and: ·· 
descension, and a movement of affirmation and negation. The Pseudo
Dionysius combines them in a particular way: the via affirmativa is, for·! 

him, a top-down approach in which one begins from the positive asser- ·.:· .. : 
tion °God is x," where xis regarded as perfected, and then one proceeds 
in a Neoplatonic 1nanner from this perfected attribute x to its less and 
less perfect instantiations in the world of creatures. The via affirmativa 
is therefore a method characterized by (/descending assertions. 11 By con
trast, the via negativa is a more bottom-up approach, whereby one suc
cessively negates the existing, creaturely world, eventually arriving at a 

kind of degree-zero of the divine, an absolute minimalism of the divine 
whose logical conclusion is nothingness and silence. The via negativa is 
therefore a method characterized by "ascending negations." The Pseudo
Dionysius provides another, perhaps more rigorous explanation in the fol
lowing chapter: 

When we assert what is beyond every assertion, we must then proceed 
from what is most akin to it, and as we do so we make the affirmation 

on which everything else depends. But when we deny that which is 
beyond every denial, we have to start by denying those qualities which 
differ most from the goal we hope to attain.29 

The via affirmativa operates on the analogy of distance from a center: as 

one moves further and further away from the divine cause of all things, 
the divine name or attribute becomes less and less fully identical with the 

divine itself-the one becomes many, the good becomes acts of goodness, 
life becomes living creatures, and so on. 
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2.4.2 SUPERLATIVE NEGATION 

But the via negativa is more complicated. There are several types of nega
. presented in The Mystical Theology. In the above passage, the Pseudouon 

Dionysius follows with a rhetorical question: 11 Is it not closer to reality 
to say that God is life and goodness rather than that he is air or stone? Is 
it not more accurate to deny that drunkenness and rage can be attributed 
to him than to deny that we can apply to him the terms of speech and 
thought?" The second part of the question is asked in the manner of the 
via negativa-ascending from the domain of the natural world to the su
pernatural, one proceeds by successively negating those attributes that are 
the most opposed to the notion of the divine (e.g., from abstract attributes 
such as finitude, temporality, and death to more anthropo;m.orphized at

tributes such as desire, fear, or rage). But this type of negation knows no 
limits, it has no end, for if there were such an end, one would eventually 
reach a point where everything inessential has been negated, and what re
mains would be-affirmatively, positively-the divine name. Thus the via 
negativa would become the penultimate instance of the via affirmativa, 
precisely that which is foreclosed in the very concept of the divine as tran

scendent and 11beyond" all thought. 
However, this is not the only kind of negation presented by the Pseudo

Dionysius. Consider the first part of the rhetorical question: "Is it not 
closer to reality to say that God is life and goodness rather than that he 
is air or stone?'' This is asked in the manner of the via affirmativa
assumedly the Pseudo-Dionysius would prefer to attribute the Good and 
Life to the divine, which more closely describe its essence, than to say 
the divine is air or a rock (though the latter is certainly more interest
ing). But the via affirmativa harbors within it a movement of negation, 

or really, a privation, whereby the greater or lesser proxhnity to a divine 
source dictates what can be positively said of the divine. Thus, even the 
lowliest creatures, even the rocks, must be minimally attributed to the 

divine, insofar as they are the products and the creations of the divine Cre
ator. But, in true Neoplatonic fashion, it is in the distance of the rock or 

the beast from the divine source that the latter is negated-privately-by 
the former. The rock or the beast is thus the divine 11minus" something, a 

privative negation. 
Thus far, the Mystical Theology presents us with two types of negation. 

There is, first, the negation inherent in the via affirmativa-"God is x," 

where x is a creaturely attribute minus its imperfections. Let us refer to 
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this as privative negation. Then we have the more active negation in thei 
via negativa-"God is not-x,1' where xis a creaturely attribute defined by· 
its imperfections. This we can refer to as oppositional negation. To these: 
two types of negation-that of the via negativa and that which is inhef:_ 
ent in the via affirmativa-the Pseudo-Dionysius presents a third kind 0( 
negation. It comes in the first chapter, where the author- discusses the con·,:{ 
cept of the transcendent: 

What has actually to be said about the Cause of everything is this. 

Since it is the Cause of all beings, we should posit and ascribe to it all 
the affirmations we make in regard to beings, and, more appropriately, 
we should negate all these affirmations, since it surpasses all being. 
Now we should not conclude that the negations are simply the oppo
sites of the affirmations, but rather that the cause of all is consider
ably prior to this, beyond privations, beyond every denial, beyond every 
assertion.30 

Using the example of creation and causality, the Pseudo-Dionysius pro--. 
poses a third type of negation that is neither quite that of opposition (in'.:. 

the via negativa) nor quite that of privation (in the via affirmativa). The; 
passage nearly has the form of dialectic, though it lacks the rigor found in-: 
later authors such as Anselm or Eriugena. We begin with an affirmation_ 
(

11God is x," where xis qualified), but, as we've seen, even the affirmatioll':-_. 
holds a negation within it, since the very definition of the divine is such 

that no term is absolutely identical to it. Thus, "God is x," but since xis_ 
qualified as perfected, as beyond any worldly conception of x, the attribute •. 
x really surpasses itself, and in so doing, negates itself (the x beyond all 

possible instances of x). In this regard, we really say "God is not-x" insofar 
as xis defined by limitation and finitude. 

Importantly, the Pseudo-Dionysius proposes that, even though a nega

tion follows every affirmation, this particular type of negation is not sim
ply the opposite of affirmation. Here the author turns to the more mystical 

language of that which is transcendent and "beyond every assertion." This 
is the negation that is neither a privation nor an opposition, but, strangely, 
a kind of affirmation-or better, a kind of affirmation that is character

ized by its generosity, by its germinality, by its being a transcendent sort 
of negation that precedes all possibility of affirmation. Here one says "God 

is x," where xis the negation of every particular instance of x. This would 
mean that the attribute xis literally "no thing,° because it is never con
strained by any particular instantiation-it remains fully abstract. Thus, 

SUPERLATIVE LIFE 43 

the statement "God is good" or 11 God is life" would imply a Good beyond 
any possible, particular manifestation of goodness, a Life beyond any pos
sible manifestation of the living. The Good and Life are ontologically 
prior to and condition the very possibility of thinking good acts and living 
beings-but they are never to be found 11in11 those good acts or living beings. 

In this third type of negation, negation is not privative (that is, not that 
which is taken away or withdrawn), and not oppositional (that is, not a 

direct counterpoint or annulment). Rather, it is superlative negation, a ne
gation of all finitude and limitation that is, in the same breath, an affirma
tion of the limit and finitude of thought. In this superlative negation, the 

divine is defined as being negative because it is defined as being beyond 
every possible conceptualization1 thereby always receding int6 a sort of 
dark, opaque nether region that later authors such as Eriugena will simply 

call nihil. 
This is an assertion of transcendence-indeed, the language of mysti

cal theology is teeming with the poetics of transcendence. But, unlike the 
tradition of affirmative theology, with its evocations of beatific light and 
vision, here we have a contradictory kind of transcendence, one more char
acterized by shadows, darkness, and the immanent limits of knowledge
the "darkness which is beyond intellect." In addition to the via affirma
tiva with its privative negation, and in addition to the via negativa and its 

oppositional negation, we can say that the Pseudo-Dionysius also presents 
a via superlativa, a contradictory form of negation that is negation pre

cisely because it is superlative. 
This is, arguably, the central point of The Mystical Theology-that ne

gation is not simply the opposite of affirmation. This insight structures 
both the negative theology tradition, as well as the possibility of think

ing Life in relation to the living. To understand how these types of di
vine negation operate in the ontology of life, we can now turn from the 
methodological consideration of the Mystical Theology to the theological 

and philosophical consideration of The Divine Names, a longer and more 
erudite text, where we see the Pseudo-Dionysius develop a concept of life 

in superlative terms. 
In the opening sections of The Divine Names, the Pseudo-Dionysius 

Warns against naively applying the concepts of human thinking to the di
vine realm, since by definition the latter lies beyond the comprehension of 
the former. One must, the author states, proceed in a manner akin to the 
textual exegesis of scripture, "in a manner surpassing speech and knowl
edge," leading to a place where 11we reach a union superior to anything 
available to us by way of our own abilities or activities in the realm of dis-
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course or of intellect."31 In short, scripture already outlines the boundarie ·· 
of the discourse on the divine, beyond which one should not go. 

However, the passage immediately following does precisely that, an 
here the language of negative theology can be detected: "Since the un 
k~owing of what is beyond being is something above and beyond speech 
mind, or being itself, one should ascribe to it an understanding beyon 

being."
32 

While the Pseudo-Dioi'.tysius is careful to note that this myst.:, 
cal unknowing beyond being itself is still within the-ambit of scripture-·· 
already the assertion of the indefinite 11unknowing," as a kind of negatiV 

1 

knowledge beyond aJl knowledge, begins to reveal the contradictions a: 
the center of negative theology as a method. Put simply, it appears that Wi 
can and cannot adequately think the divine and the transcendent. 

T~e. Pseudo~Dionysius then attempts to mediate this antinomy by· 
descnbrng the divine as "superlative"-a concept that is, as we've seen, 
at the heart of the Plotinian philosophy. This comes first by a rather ani 
thropomorphized, paternal characterization of the divine: "For, if we may 

~rust the superlative wisdorn and truth of scripture ... the divine goodness 
IS such that, out of concern for our salvation, it deals out the immeasuF: 
able and infinite in limited measures."33 The :figures used here are those 

0
(: 

mystical theology and the threat or the danger of the concept of the divine:' 
itself-the light that is too bright for human eyes, the thought that is too•• 

profound for the human mind. The direct, unmediated thought of the di
vi~e would thus lead to either madness or death. For the finite, contingent·:· 
mind, the infinite and eternal nature of the divine is thus rationed out in 
digestible portions, in a kind of divine metabolism. Here it is the textual 

e~egesis and its mediating concepts that negatively point to the superla
tive nature of the divine as surpassing all hunrnn comprehension: · 

Just as the senses can neither grasp nor perceive the things of the mind 
just as representation and shape cannot take in the simple and th; 

shapeless, just as corporeal form cannot lay hold of the intangible and 
incorporeal, by the same standard of truth beings are surpassed by the 
infinity beyond being, intelligences by that oneness which is beyond 
intelligence. 34 

~sing the analogies of dualism /matter-form, sense-intellect, corporeal-
1ncorporeal), the Pseudo-Dionysius here employs a strategy that character
izes the entire text of The Divine Names: he uses negation to think the 
divine, not in terms of something lacking, but in tenns of its superlative 

nature, its "life beyond life," its "being beyond being." This is precisely 
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f Ction of negation in The Divine Names-to point to a superlative 
the un . . 

. t,·on which is itself another higher order of negatrnn. Every asser-affrrrna i , ' • • 

. 1cerning what cannot be thought is asserted 1n thought, via a mul-uon co1 . . 

.1 · s language of negative terms that pmnt to the superlative. ti anou 

2.4.3 NEGATION AND PREEXISTENT LIFE 

, e seen the text of The Divine Names deploys negation in different As we v , 

Ys which we can briefly summarize below: wa , 

Privative terms, in which the divine is regarded as lacking some
thing. These often take the form of assertions about the divine as 
being without attributes that are specific to the creature{y domain; 
so the privation here really leads to an assertion of excess and su
perabundance. In this sense the privations of the divine paradoxi
cally point to its superlative, transcendent nature. Thus the divine 

is 11without cause/ since it is the First or Primordial Cause, and 
"without form," since it is the form-giving principle.35 It is also1 in 
a phrase that turns back on itself, "the Nameless One.1136 

Properly negative terms, of which the Pseudo-Dionysius uses both 
11not" terms ("not-living/' "not-caused11

) and 1'non-" terms ("non
participation11). Take the example of "not" terms: these are terms in 
which the divine is described as superlative and transcendent pre

cisely because it is not-x1 where xis a lessened or not-transcendent 
attribute whose derivative form points to a more perfected, exem
plary form, or X. Thus, while the divine is described as 11 Life/1 it is 
understood that this divine Life is not the life of living creatures, 

bound as it is by death and finitude-the divine is 11not-living.'137 

The same is said of the divine as not-caused or not~willed. Again 
using the contradictory language of negative theology, any attribu
tion of the divine as Xis only posited as not-x (so that X = not-x by 

exemplarism more than opposition). 
Indefinite terms, in which the divine is1 by its ineffable nature, de

scribed in proximity to creaturely attributes. These come in several 
variants, including 11in~11 terms ("infinite") and "un- 11 terms (11un
changing," "unnamed"). 3s Whereas creaturely life is corporeal, the 

divine is incorporeal; whereas creaturely life is finite, the divine is 
infinite· whereas the life of the creature is tangible, the divine life , 
is intangible. Technically speaking, indefinite terms are not nega
tive terms, since they occupy a position that is between assertion 
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and negation, not-quite-this and not-quite-that. But in the context 
of The Divine Names, the indefinite terms deploy negativity by 
taking an attribute of creaturely life (finitude, change) and then, 

negating the limits of that attribute-without positively naming·; 
the openness beyond this delimitation-arriving at the indefinite 
(infinite, unchanging). 

Hyperbolic terms, which are the most cominon_ in The Divine , 

Names. These most often take an attribute of creaturely life and i 
append the prefix "super-" to it. The divine is 11superabundant" and 
"supernatural.1139 It is not simply a more perfected Life or Wisdom 
but is 

11

superabundant Life" and 11superabundant Wisdom."40 Alter~, 

nately, hyperbole is also used in a metaphysical sense, in which 
creaturely attributes are raised up by reference to their essences: 
11

It [the divine] is the Life of the living, the being of beings, it is 
the Source and the Cause of all life and of all being, for out of its 

goodness it commands all things to be and it keeps them going."4' 
11

These and similar terms," the author notes, 11concern a denial in 
the sense of a superabundance."42 

While there are nuances between these types of negative terms, they i 
united in the way they assert a negation, which, by its negation, points { 
an unassignable and unthinkable domain beyond the negation. But the.l{ 
is another way, aside from the use of negative terms, in which negation,.{ 
deployed in The Divine Names. This comes in the second section whei' 
the Pseudo-Dionysius discuses the concept of "divine differenti;tion_;,. 
Addressing the proble1n of how a simple and single divine nature produc 

the multiple, differentiated aspects of creation (a problem pervasive I: 
Neoplatonism), the author proceeds to describe the divine nature's pr 
pensity for production: 

if differentiation can be said to apply to the generous procession of the 
undifferentiated divine unity, itself overflowing with goodness and 

dispensing itself outward toward multiplicity, then the things united 
even within this divine differentiation are the acts by which it ir

repressibly imparts being, life, wisdom and the other gifts of its all
creative goodness.44 

The language here is that of Neoplatonism and the proliferative produc
tivity of the divine nature-flux, flow, and emanation frmn an unlimited 

source. A number of key characteristics follow from this. The divine na-
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. fl t and foremost characterized by a generosity, as a gift that con-ure is, rs . ,.,_ , . 
t. 11 bestows its essence outward towards creat10n (the passages that 
unua ~tilize the geometrical motif of the radii of a circle1 as well as the 
follow fl . h f d II ,,,s 

k n motif of the sun). "It ows over 1n s ares o goo ness to a . well- now . . . 
the divine nature is the primordial Cause of all things, It 1s a Insofar as 

I · cause one that never ceases and is never totally expended. It super at1ve , 

d n ultiplicity and yet remains unified, 11dispensed to all without pro uces I 

. t be a unity. 11
46 The divine nature is, in this sense, defined by be-

ceasmg O 
• - . 47 

l ·ud of divine excess a pnmal source that knows no hm1ts. ingan 1 

Taken together, these two attributes-excess and generosity-lead to 
a model of production or proliferation that is both distributive and perva-

. . uNow this is unified and one and common to the whole divinity, that s1ve. • 
the entire wholeness is participated in by each of those who participate 
in iti none participates in only a part."48 The divine is not simply above 
and beyond1 transcendent and apart from creaturely life. Neither is its sole 
purpose the cause of all creation. Rather, its very nature is this contin
ual, dynamic process of distribution. It is for this reason that the Pseudo
Dionysius uses the Neoplatonic language of participation (elsewhere de
scribing the divine nature as 11nonparticipated11

). Passages such as these 
would be read centuries later by theologian-philosophers such as Eriugena, 
and the idea of a pervasive, distributive God hints at a quasi-pantheistic 
understanding of the divine (though the Pseudo-Dionysius never makes 
such claims without qualification). 

This notion of a pervasive, distributive divine also brings with it the 
same type of superlative negation found in the use of negative terms. A 
pervasive Source that is everywhere is also one that is nowhere. Each mo
ment of excess turns on another moment of expenditure. Hence the con
tradictory terminology of a full void, an empty excess, a divine nature that 

is 11full amid the emptying act of differentiation," an "unfilled overfull
ness which produces, perfects1 and preserves all unity and multiplicity.'149 

The divine is here not a static, inert1 equivocal principle or cause; rather, 
it seems to be pervasively, even contagiously "inn every instance of cre

ation, while still maintaining its transcendent nature. But, as we've seen, 
its transcendental nature can be guaranteed only via the forms of negation 

outlined above, negations that really point to a superlative beyond, which 
itself remains negative and 1'unna1ned.11 

This idea1 expressed in the poetics of the mystical theology tradi
tion, is significant for thinking about any ontology of life, because it at
tempts to think the divine as inherently dynamic and processual, while 
Still conserving its conceptually transcendent structure. In The Divine 
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Names there are three kinds of concepts of life at work. There is, firs 
the creaturely life of the living, which the Pseudo-Dionysius outlines'{ 
a descending hierarchy from Intelligences (supernatural beings), Ration ', 
souls (human beings), Irrational souls (animals), subsistence /plants), a 

existence (things). 50 Here "life" is subordinate to a larger concept of eith·', 
Being or God, these latter concepts superlative to all others. 

This in. turn requires a larger ·metaphysical principle for the living, 
that-by-which-the-living-is-living. Crucially, in the sixth chapter of T 
Divine Names, the Pseudo-Dionysius uses the na·me "Life" to describe t 
ways in which "the d~vine Life beyond -life is the giver and creator of li 
~tself · ... From this Life souls have their indestructibility, and every li"V:: 
ing being and plant, down to the last echo of life, has life. 11s1 Furthermor~; 
this Life is both ontologically and causally necessary, since uit gives to Ii/ 
itself the capacity to be life, and it gives to everything alive and to eve~: 

form of.life the existence appropriate to it."52 So necessary is this concep_ 
ontolog1cally that the Pseudo-Dionysius even acknowledges the Life ii 

that lowest of low life forms, the demonic: "So overabundant is its good· 
ness that it reaches down even to demonic life which draws its life and it 
demonic life from this and from no other cause."53 

In addition to the creaturely, natural life and its supernatural cause} 
the Pseudo-Dionysius also hints at a life beyond even this divine Life. "Alf 
life and living movement con1es from a Life which is above every life ani 
is beyond the source of life."54 Even the divine Life as the source of all in-

stances of the living, must itself have some ontological ground, one that. 
would take into account the dynamic and process-based production of the 
living and the self-production of Life. And this is precisely what the con' 
cept of superlative life does. That is, in the idea of the processual distribu
tive, pervasive divine nature, the Pseudo-Dionysius also evokes ~his third 

type of life, a superlative life that is transcendent even to the other divine 
names ((/One," "Being/' "Good," etc.). 

Superlative life is inherently dynamic and temporal, but not in the lim
iting, finite way in which creaturely life or the living are. What conceptu

ally guarantees the possibility of thinking this type of superlative life, this 
type of process or pervasiveness, cannot simply be its opposite (being vs. 
becoming, stasis vs. change, eternity vs. temporality), because one then 

has to account for the moven1ent from one term to its opposite (thus intro
du~ing i~ore mediating concepts). But this superlative life cannot simply 
be 1dent1cal with the creaturely life or the living, for this merely begs the 
quest10n of form and causality (that-by-which-the-living-is-living). 

The superlative life can only be beyond-the-beyond if it can at once 
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. ontological foundation (without which the concept of the living e111alll an . . . 
r be thought) while at the same time preserving its inherently pro-
cannot .. f .. d. 

1 and pervasive characteristics (as cause, orm-giving, an animat-
cessua · ·, fl"f h · . The Pseudo-Dionysius refers to this as the preex1stent o i e, w erein 
1ng). · · 111·1 d · 

d. · 1'lives and grants life out of that Life surpassing a i e an it the ivine ,1 . 
· t 1· n it as the single Cause of life."55 The concept of the preexis-pree:x:is s . 

1, · · traduced earlier in The Divine Names, where the Pseudo-D10ny-tent is in . . . . . 
. t pts to assert an ontological principle that is pnor to all things, -~- . . 

d hich is a combination of existence (but an existence beyond all exis-
an W d d · · )· "E tence) and productivity (but an endless, superabun ant pro ucti~ity . v-

b · nd all the ages derive their existence from the Preexistent ... ery e1ng a . . 
The Preexistent is the source and is the cause of all eternity, of time and 
of every kind of being. 1156 Thus the preexistent is what groun~s superla
tive life as a double-transcendence, the superlative life beyond the r~la
tion between Life and the living. The preexistent is condition (ontological 

f dation) cause (form-giving, productive), culmination (completion of 
oun , . . ) 57 the ends of life), and ineffability (by its superlative, equivocal nature . 

But its curious introduction in the text also seems to dangerously open 
up an infinite regress. At the heart of the preexistent is thus th~s tension 
between the need for a stable ontological foundation in which hfe can be 
thought at all, and the corresponding assertion of the superabundantly 

dynamic and processual nature of the divine. Enigmatically, what the 
Pseudo-Dionysius provides in The Divine Names is a concept of superla
tive life that is characterized by contrary negations and affirmations~a 
superlative life that cannot be thought, and a preexistent positivity that 

affirms a "beyond-the-beyond." 
Nevertheless, the concept of superlative life as presented in The Di

vine Names does have discernable contours. Superlative life is, first and 
foremost transcendent and beyond all possible instances of creaturely 
life or th

1

e living. But its being 1'beyond" in no way implies its separation, 

its removal or even its differentiation from the living. Hence the Neo
platonic co~undrun1 of a Source that is pervasive, a Cause that is distrib
uted. Superlative life, as pervasive and distributed, never runs out in its 

expendituresi it is a pure vitalist surplus, characterized by generosity an~ 
superabundance. It is (in terms evocative of Georges Bataille's own mysti

cal theology), a superabundant expenditure, a divine negation. This lea~s 
to a third aspect of superlative life, which is that its pervasiveness and dis
tribution are at once absolute and yet not total, not exhaustive. This fol

lows from the processual and dynamic aspects of the divine-there is no 
outside and yet the superlative life of the divine never ceases to produce, 
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never runs out or is depleted. As the life-beyond-all-life, the concept of 
8

' 

perlative life is therefore preexistent (transcendently immanent), generO 
(excess and expenditure), and pervasive (absolute and not total). 

2-4.4 EXCESS, EVIL, AND NONBEING 

These three characteristics come together in an inter_esting way in J 
Pseudo-Dionysius' discussion of evil. The primary-not to _mention t

secondary-literature on the theology of evil is vast; nearly every the~( 
gian of the Patristic and later eras commented at length on the proble:rii. '. 
evil. Thus it is no surprise to find an extended meditation on evil in T 
Divine Names. 58 For our purposes here, this little treatise on evil is of i 
terest because it appears to offer a direct counterpoint to the other passa 
in The Divine Names that point to a superlative life that is characteriz 
by its excess and abundance. Taking his cue from scripture, the Pseu 
Dionysius notes that the problem of evil has to do with how somethi 

can produce its opposite-that is, if the divine is "Good" in a superlati 
sense, then how can its opposite, evil, derive from it? This counterpoint_:{'.' 
superlative life is, interestingly, conceptualized in analogous ways to t -

divine nature-as being beyond all being, as literally "no thing," and 
thinkable only via a logic of negation. Both the superlative life of the d 
vine and the demonic life of evil appear to present limits to thought-bo 
the divine and the demonic point to a domain beyond which thought ca 
proceed only via negation. 

In its general outlines, the concept of evil presented in The Divin; 
Names is a fairly orthodox one. Evil is not simply the opposite of Goocl, 
for, inasmuch as the Good is identical with the divine, it can have no op_~ 
posite (since this would then necessitate a higher being that would encom_; 

pass both Good and Evil, and so on ad infinitum). The Good (as the die 
vine) must be absolutely Good, and Evil must therefore be privative, or the" 
taking-away of goodness; Evil is thus not a thing in itself but a defect ari· 

imperfection. 11Nor does evil inhere in beings, for if all b:ings derive f:orr{ 

the Good and if the Good is inherent in and embraces all beings, then evil. 
has no place among the things that have being or else it is to be located in-~'" 
the Good."59 Following the Neoplatonic cosmology, the further away one 

is from the divine, superlative source of the Good, the less one has good-/ 
ness, and the closer one is to this ambiguous non-state of evil. 

But it is this last point that is of particular interest-"evil has no place·. 
among . . . being." The Pseudo-Dionysius repeats this mantra several·, 

times: 
11
Evil therefore in itself has neither being, goodness, the capacity to 
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nor the ability to create things which have being and goodness"; "So, 
beget, . . h . h h. h h b . "60 evil has no being nor does 1t 1n ere 1n t e t 1ngs t at ave e1ng. 
then, d . . 1 b . 1 t 

n ,~vil which has by being name I some m1n1ma e1ng1 a so no f{oW ca "' , , 

b ·ng2 The convoluted dialectics of this question are outlined in the 
have e1 . . . 
middle of the fourth chapter of the Dlvrne Names: 

Evil is not a being; for if it were, it would not be totally evil. Nor is it a 
nonbeing; for nothing is completely a nonbeing1 unless it is said to be 
in the Good in the sense of beyond-being. For the Good is established 
far beyond and before simple being and nonbeing. Evil, by contrast, is 
not among the things that have being nor is it among what is not in 
being. It has a greater nonexistence and otherness from the Good than 

non being has. 61 

Let us pause a bit on the twists and turns of this passage. Evil is defined, 
in the first sentence, as that which is not a being. Already, this moves us 
away from the more orthodox definition of evil as privation or lack, as a 
distance from the Source, the Good. For if evil has any degree of being, it 
ceases to be evil and is merely a defective or derivate instance of the super

lative, divine Good. This would seem to imply a concept of evil that is not 
privation-that is, partial negation-but a negation without reserve. 62 

But in the second sentence, the Pseudo-Dionysius immediately de

nies this possibility, since nothing can have absolute negation, absolute 
nonbeing-unless it is the superlative life of the divine itself. Here the au
thor is careful to note that evil cannot simply the opposite of being (11non
being11), and in fact nothing can absolutely have nonbeing, unless, para
doxically, it can obtain absolute negation via a superlative means-that 

is, through the via negativa. For the Pseudo-Dionysius, evil is thus not 
privative, it 11has no being," even in the most minimal sense. Evil must 
therefore be not a partial negation (privationL but an absolute negation. 

But this is precisely how the Pseudo-Dionysius, in The Divine Names and 
The Mystical Theology, describes the divine nature-as that which is ab
solutely beyond all being and nonbeing, beyond all thought, and therefore 
"nothing." The only instance of absolute negation is one that turns on it

self and becomes absolute positivity, pure superabundance and excess. 
If evil is neither partial negation (privation) nor absolute negation (the 

superlative), then what is it? On a conceptual level, the proximity of evil 
in this regard to the divine reveals some important tensions in the idea 

of superlative life. Insofar as both the divine and demonic are anothing,'1 
and insofar as they can be thought only via negation, what then is the 
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divine 

nonbeing 

negation 

negation ,,___=;:==-=:::t:.=:_~affirmation 

demonic 

Figure I. The demonic as superlative negation in the Pseudo-Dionysius. 

ontological difference between them? This conundrum is expressed in th_:-· 
sentences that follow in the citation above: in the same way that evil ,i 
neither being nor nonbeing, the Good is beyond being and nonbeing. Th'. 
terms 

11

neither" and "beyond" here merge into a singular but contradic. 
tory assertion-that something 11is not" because it superlatively "is." 

Even so, the Pseudo-Dionysius still attempts to make a distinction be., 
tween the divine concept of the Good and the demonic concept of evi( 
Evil, the author notes, "has a greater nonexistence" vis-3.-vis the Good': 

than does nonbeing. A group of terms are put into play here, which v/ft 
can simply diagram as in figure I. One interpretation, in line with orth(/;.: 

doxy, would be that while the concept of the divine begins with negation/" 
it culminates in an affirmation. By contrast, the concept of the demoniC· 

begins with a minimal affirmation (e.g., that evil names something), bu(' 
then moves towards a full negation (including the negation of being ancf 
nonbeing). The Good encmnpasses both being and nonbeing, and is there-··\ 
fore transcendent1 while evil repudiates both being and nonbeing, and is· 
therefore "descendent/' or perhaps, a "demonic descendence.1' Nonbeing-} 

is still encompassed within the superlative divine nature, and indeed it_<·:· 
must, since by definition the divine (the One, the Good, Life, Wisdom) i{\ 

a first principle, beyond and outside of which there is nothing more and 
nothing higher. The divine is, in this sense, a pure interiority-everything 

and all things are accounted for within the ambit of the superlative life of 
the divine. 

What of the demonic, then? If1 as the Pseudo-Dionysius cryptically 

SUPERLATIVE LIFE 53 

t evil has "greater nonexistence" than nonbeing, and if nonbeing sugges s, . 
. 1· within the domain of the divine, then would not evil have to 

still ies . . . . 
n Ontological nonbe1ng a negat10n without reserve, an absolute 

beano- ' ..... . 
·0112 If the divine superlative hfe 1s a pure 1ntenonty1 then would 

11egat1 · . 
·J have to be a pure exteriority? But surely this only leads to more ~- .. 
dl. ctions-an exteriority without interiority, a negatwn without ascontra 

· n and so on. Again another turn: is not this dream of a pure exte-sertlO , , . 
·. ·t also that of mystical theology itself, with its poetic evocations of a 
non Y . . . . 
d. · 11 1,·fe beyond life"2 This is the dream of a pos1t1v1ty that 1s so great 1vme · . . 
that it appears only as negation, a something which by its very subl11n1ty 
appears only as nothing. What appears as empty is really the most sub
stantial. Mystical theology is predicated on this stylistic approach-'-------what 
be ins in shadows and nothing is soon revealed to be a light beyond all 
ligtts. The Pseudo-Dionysius definitely works in this tradition, but there 
are as many passages that simply end with shadows and darkness as there 
are passages that lead to transcendent light. The rather rigorous de1nands 
of the Pseudo-Dionysius' concept of evil continually place it in relation 
to the equally challenging demands of the concept of the divine. Despite 
the requirements of orthodoxy, they are never as far apart as the author 

presents them. 
This is especially the case in regards to the concept of superlative life. 

As we've seen, the Pseudo-Dionysius intimates a divine life beyond the 

naturalistic, creaturely life, a transcendent Life vis-3.-vis the living. This 
is most often characterized in the processual and pervasive nature of the 
divine. But, whereas the superlative life of the divine is at once processual 
and 1'preexistent," pervasive and transcendent1 the concept of evil that the 

Pseudo-Dionysius presents is also an admixture of an ontological founda
tion and an assertion of something processual, distributive, and pervasive. 
There is a difference in our reading here, though it is not the one that the 

Pseudo-Dionysius would like to present. That difference lies in the tem
porality, processuality, and productivity of the divine versus the demonic. 
Whereas the superlative life of the divine is a site of pure excess and super

abundance (never "running out" or fully expending itself), there is perhaps 
another kind of superlative life-that of the demonic-that does not fol
low the oppositions of mysticism (where the negative is followed by the af
firmative), but which, instead, follows a different logic. That logic is one of 
productive negativity, in which each assertion of negation actually germi
nates another, further negation. In The Divine Names, this most often has 

the form of '1not-x ... not-not-x ... etc." Thus evil is the negation of being, 
and also the negation of the negation of being (nonbeing), and so on. This 
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productive negativity is thus counterpoised to the negative productivit 
the divine (where negation produces a concept of affirmation, mediate;: 
the negation, often taking the form of "not-x = y;" where y is defined, 
purely equivocal terms). 

While the superlative life of the divine is "nothing" by virtue of,,. 

s~perabundance and excess (it is literally "no thing,'' has no bounds ~~ 
tially or temporally), the more shadowy superlative life of the demonic[ 
11

nothing" in a different way, by virtue of a negative tra_nsCendence, alwif 
pointing to a negation beyond all negation, a nothing without reserve; "c, 

absolute negation .. Note that both of these are conceptual fantasies

of being able to think that which is by definition unthinkable, the othef, 
a pure exteriority, the absolutely unthinkable. And both reveal importi 
structures of contradiction that are at the heart of any ontology surrouri 
ing Life and the living. · 

A brief summary is in order: In The Divine Names, the Pseu 
Dionysius presents us with the components of the concept of "superlatfi 
life." This begins from a negative-theological assertion of a life-beyor{ 
life, or really, a {/Life" beyond all instances of the living, a superlative li 
that is characterized by its being (i) transcendently immanent, (ii) genero:<. 

or superabundant, and (iii) pervasive or distributive, But this life-beyo 
life, lying as it does beyond any particular instance of the living, must 
thought of as necessarily preceding any and all instances of the living-;, 

short, the superlative life must be the "Preexistent," a kind of life th 
is ontologically prior to all instances of life, and, as ontologically prio'. 

which grounds then1 and conditions them as well. This is the "Preexisteii 
Positivity" at the center of the superlative life concept. 

This Preexistent Positivity is, for the Pseudo-Dionysius, necessary i · 
order to condition the very possibility of life-as transcendentally beyon 

as generously productive, and as distributive emanation. But we also sa 
that the Pseudo-Dionysius inadvertently doubles back on all this positiV;: 
ity and affirmation in his short meditation on evil. Here the language cl 
negative theology enters the picture, and the two kinds of 11nothing" fd/. 
manic and divine) end up highlighting the contradictions in the transceni 
dent concept of superlative life. At the core of the meditations on life is a·; 
problem of logic. · 

In the mystical works of the Pseudo-Dionysius we see an ontological prob
lematic and a vitalist proble1natic being formulated, both of which culmi

nate in the concept of superlative life. The ontological problematic is that 
of the transcendent: how to think that which is by definition beyond all 
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·bl thought? The Pseudo-Dionysius suggests that only a negative the-=• . . b P ( · nevativa the apophatic way) can adequately address this pro -ologY via D , • • . 

The negation employed here is neither that of pnvat10n nor of oppos1-
l~n1. but rather a superlative negation, which, in its very act of negation, is 
uon, d h' 

Scendent "nothing" that lies beyon everyt 1ng. 
atran · · h d D. · · dl'bl But this ontological problematic 1s, fort e Pseu o- 10nysms, 1n e 1 y 
. d nother problematic that we can call vitalist (using the term in its 
~ wa . . . . 
philosophical sense). The question of the d1v1ne nature .1s. not_ s1~ply that 
of its being as suchi rather, the question of what the d1v1~e- 1s ~1~ges on 

h ·t does For the Pseudo-Dionysius, the being of the d1v1ne 1s 1nsepa-w at 1 · . . 
rable from its processuality and dynamics. In true Neoplaton1c fash10n1 

the divine is not simply transcendent, it is superlatively and superabun
dantly transcendent; it has a processual and pervasive cha-\acter that is 
nevertheless distinct from the temporal .finitude of creaturely process and 
the pervasiveness of the living. In short, in the concept of the divine-as-

er-lative the Pseudo-Dionysius crucially lays the groundwork for a con-sup , 
junction between the divine as an ontological principle and the divine as a 

vitalist principle. 
The term "superlative life" is used here to designate the stratifications 

of the divine, from the lowest, most material level of living creatures in 
nature to the abstract principle by which they are 1nade alive and ani
mated, to the processual and pervasive nature of the divine, presented via 

the language of negative theology. For the Pseudo-Dionysius, the ontology 
of life is not simply split between the living and Life, for the latter tenn 
"Life" is itself bifurcated between a principle of fonnal causation and an 
ever further superlative life that is itself "beyond being and nonbeing." 
In this way, an ontological problematic-a negation that points to a su
perlative affirmation-is tied to a vitalist problematic-a superlative af

firmation that is superlative by its generosity, its processuality, and its 

pervasiveness. 
The two problematics that are outlined by the Pseudo-Dionysius

ontological and vitalist-push the logic of negative theology to its extreme. 
A passage in the final chapter of the Mystical Theology gives a sense of 
this poetics of superlative negation: 

It [the divine] falls neither within the predicate of nonbeing nor of be

ing. Existing beings do not know it as it actually is and it does not 
know them as they are. There is no speaking of it, nor name nor knowl

edge of it. Darkness and light, error and truth-it is none of these. It is 
beyond assertion and denial. We make assertions and denials of what 
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is next to it, but never of it, for it is both beyond every assertion, being 
the perfect and unique cause of all things, and, by virtue of its pre
eminently simple and absolute nature, free of every limitation, beyond 
every limitation; it is also beyond every denial.6J 

A negation points to a superlative affirmation, and a superlative affirm 
tion points to a paradoxical "nothing" ,,,that is beyond all _oppositions, i 
contraries. At its limit, the superlative life of the divine becomes abs 
lutely inaccessible, culminating in an iterative language of reflexive -n 
gation [worthy of the literary wordplay of Alfred Jarry or Samuel Bee • 

ett). The strange life of the divine is not even accessible negatively via i'ti 
manifestations or theophanies, for it is "beyond assertion and denial/
What results is a tension within the concept of the superlative, a tensio · 
between a concept of the superlative as "beyond" or transcendent, and 
concept of the superlative as "within" or immanent. In the works of th 
Pseudo-Dionysius, this tension is just below the surface; it becomes mor 
explicit in the work of Eriugena-a reader and translator of the Pseudo 
Dionysius-who provides the concept of superlative life with a newfoun 

rigor and suggests that superlative life must be thought as actually equiv;~ 
lent to nihil. · 

2.5 SUPERLATIVE LIFE II: ERIUGENA 

The basic idea of negative theology-that the divine is, by definition, thaf· 
which transcends thought-has a great appeal, for it could be read as an'· 
affirmation of faith over reason, theology over philosophy (and it would 
be taken up again centuries later by Aquinas in his own glosses on the 

relation between theology and philosophy). But there is another tradition 
influenced by the Pseudo-Dionysius' works, one that was not so quick to 
turn negation into affirmation, philosophy into theology. One exa1nple in<; 

this regard is the ninth-century philosopher John Scottus Eriugena, whose 
major work is known as the Periphyseon, or "The Divisions of Nature."64 

Historically Eriugena is identified with the height of the Carolingian 
Renaissance, which fostered cultural and intellectual development as 

key elements of an expanding empire (working during the reign of Char
lemagne, Eriugena was also present at the court of Charles the Bald). Hav
ing studied in an Irish monastery, Eriugena was familiar with the work 

of prominent intellectuals such as Alcuin of York, and he would becmne 
involved in a number of debates and controversies happening at the tilne. 

In the mid ninth century, one such debate concerned the idea of pre-
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destination (that is, whether the divine will is constrained by divine ends). 
. gena was asked to intervene in this debate by the bishop of Rheims. Enu 

The work he produced-De Praedestinatione-did little to resolve the de-

and in fact led to charges of heresy against him. Despite this, around bate, 
8 Eriugena was asked by the king to produce a translation of the Pseudo-

~i~nysius from the Greek into Latin (he also translated other authors, in
cluding Maximus Confessor and Gregory of Nyssa). These translations 
would prove to be deeply influential on Eriugena, not only in terms of their 
m stical content, but-especially in the case of the Pseudo-Dionysius-in 
th:ir exploration of negative theology, and the "darkness mysticism" with 
which it was often allied. Thus it is no surprise to find that Eriugena's 
writings abound with references to the via negativa: "Affirmation is less 
capable than negation of signifying the ineffable essence of God, s~eing 
that by the former one among the created attributes is transferred to the 
Creator, whereas by the latter the Creator is conceived in Himself beyond 
every creature."65 Or again: "For there is more truth in saying that God 
is not any of the things that are predicated of Him than in saying that 

He is."66 

Sometime around 862~66 Eriugena composed the work he is now 

mostly known for, the Periphyseon. It occupies some four books, and takes 
the form of a dialogue between a teacher (the 11 Nutritor") and student (the 
"Alumnus"). The text became somewhat notorious for what were regarded 
as its heretical claims-for instance, that the divine nature was imma
nently "in11 all things, or that God was identical to Natura-and later 
thinkers would associate the Periphyseon with pantheism, though the text 
itself never uses this term. As a result, the Periphyseon was included in 

the official condemnations by the Church in 1050, 1059, 1210, and 1225; at 
the center of the controversy surrounding the Periphyseon was whether it 
had influenced later heretical sects such as the Albigensians, or authors 

such as Amaury of Bene and David of Dinant. 67 

Several manuscripts of the Periphyseon exist, and each differs from 
the others1 as Eriugena himself, or a student of Eriugena's, made exten

sive annotations, corrections1 and edits to the main text. Thus, when the 
Periphyseon was published in 1865 as part of the Patrologia Latina series1 a 
definitive edition still did not exist. Modern scholarship has helped to elu

cidate the genealogy of the manuscripts and their changes, and today there 

two editions of the work-one by I. P. Sheldon-Williams and John O'Meara 
[published by the Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies), and another, per
haps definitive edition by Edouard Jeauneau (published by the Pontifical 
Institute for Medieval Studies).68 Secondary research on the Pe.riphyseon 


