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Abstract
This article discusses Hans Jonas’ argument for teleology in living organisms, in light 
of recently raised concerns over enactivism’s “Jonasian turn.” Drawing on textual 
resources rarely discussed in contemporary enactivist literature on Jonas’ philosophy, 
we reconstruct five core ideas of his thinking: 1) That natural science’s rejection of 
teleology is methodological rather than ontological, and thus not a proof of its non-
existence; 2) that denial of the reality of teleology amounts to a performative self-con-
tradiction; 3) that the fact of evolution makes it implausible that only humans actual-
ize purpose; 4) that the concept of metabolism delimits and gestures towards beings 
performing purposive activity; and 5) that concrete encounters with living organisms 
are indispensable for the judgment that they are purposive. Lastly, we draw attention 
to how Jonas’ understanding of teleology and inwardness in nonhuman life in terms of 
degrees of identity with human life poses a problem for his view. In this way, we hope 
to clarify what Jonas, as an important source of inspiration for the enactivist project, is 
proposing.

Keywords  Hans Jonas · Teleology · Mind-life continuity · Enactivism · Natural 
purpose

More than half a century after publication of his seminal book, The Phenomenon 
of Life (Jonas, 1966), Hans Jonas’ existential biology continues to be discussed in 
a variety of fields, ranging from cognitive science to environmental philosophy. 
In the former (which is our focus), his influence is mainly felt within the enactive 
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paradigm.1 Here, Jonas’ phenomenological interpretation of metabolism in terms of 
freedom, self-concern, and intrinsic purpose has become a central source of inspi-
ration for enactivism’s project of naturalizing the mind by way of the biological 
notions of autopoiesis and autonomy. In short, here one aims to naturalize the direct-
edness and meaningfulness central to the experiential dimension of mind by rooting 
it in a view of biological nature as itself normative and purposive.

This “Jonasian turn” in enactivism has been controversial. Some object, stating 
that the very idea of giving purpose a place in nature is unscientific. Others are sym-
pathetic to the idea but argue that Jonas does more harm than good, insofar as his 
approach seems committed to a problematic anthropomorphism.2 In the following, 
we will explore the resources Jonas has for responding to these challenges. Impor-
tantly, we do not claim that the success of the enactive project is contingent on Jonas’ 
ability to defend himself. Though Jonasian concepts figure centrally in enactivists’ 
accounts of mind-life continuity, these accounts are not “Jonasian” in a dogmatic 
sense but have evolved significantly beyond their “origin” and rely on their own argu-
ments and research. Nevertheless, we believe that it can be both illuminating and 
helpful at the current point in enactivist discourse to clarify what Jonas is proposing.

Our main question is: How does Jonas argue for the reality of immanent teleol-
ogy in living organisms? Here immanent teleology, which we will use interchange-
ably with intrinsic purpose or just purposiveness, is meant to express the idea of 
self-generated (hence immanent/intrinsic) aims oriented in light of interests, values, 
or meanings pertaining to one’s form of life. In Jonas, as well as in enactivism, the 
ascription of immanent teleology to living organisms involves two distinct claims. 
The most basic is that life is purposive in what Di Paolo labels “the Kantian sense 
of mutual generative relations” (2005: 433) between the parts of an organism, and 
between the parts and the organism as a whole, so that the individual living organ-
ism is the purpose of its own self-production. The second rests on this idea but goes 
further by positing that this purposiveness in some sense is manifest for the organ-
ism itself, forming an interested or concerned “point of view” (Weber  & Varela, 
2002: 116, orig. emphasis). In the enactivist account of these matters, Di Paolo’s 
argument that adaptivity is required in order to make the step from the first claim to 
the second – which in enactivism amounts to the step from autonomy/autopoiesis to 
sense-making – represents a significant development (Di Paolo, 2005).3 While some 
(Barrett, 2017) argue that more is required to make this anchoring of subjectivity in 

2  Yet others, like Kee (2018), argue that enactivism should adopt a Merleau-Pontian rather than Jonasian 
take on mind-life continuity, which in Kee’s view has the consequence of reserving the notion of sense-
making for sentient animals.
3  See also Thompson (2007: 143).

1  Enactive approaches are characterized by an emphasis on the role of embodied activity for cognitive 
processes. By “enactivism” we think primarily of the position some have labeled “autopoietic enactiv-
ism” (Hutto & Myin, 2013; Ward et al., 2017) due to the significance it gives to the notion of autopoiesis 
and more generally to the thesis of mind-life continuity. Proponents of the “autopoietic” branch of enac-
tivism have, however, argued that the name is misleading, partly because autopoiesis in their view is only 
one specific and minimal manifestation of the more general phenomenon of autonomy (e.g. Barandiaran, 
2016; Thompson, 2018). One could also argue that the “autopoietic” strand has a special claim to the 
enactivist name, given that it was researchers of this stripe that coined the phrase in the context of cogni-
tive science in the first place (Varela et al., 1991).
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natural processes satisfactory, we will not engage explicitly with this question here. 
Our concern lies primarily with Jonas’ arguments and their reception (and, in some 
cases, lack thereof) in the enactivist context. We are, however, hopeful that this can 
bring more clarity to aspects of the more general, contemporary debate on normativ-
ity and teleology in enactivism as well.

How can an ascription of teleology to life be justified? One central argument, 
at least from earlier enactivist texts, is precisely the “anthropomorphic” inference 
associated with Jonas, namely that it is through experiences of purposive life in our-
selves that we become able to recognize teleology in living others.4 Another claim 
is that the science of living systems is able to somehow prove the existence of natu-
ral purposes (Di Paolo et al., 2017). While that may be so, it seems that this latter 
possibility presupposes an idea of what counts as evidence of purposiveness in the 
first place, which, with the lack of other options, brings us back to the anthropomor-
phic inference. Even if this might not exhaust the possibilities currently available to 
enactivists, it seems clear to us that this is an area where more work is needed.5 An 
exploration of Jonas’ arguments will hopefully illuminate both hidden challenges to 
and forgotten resources for establishing teleology in nature.

We have identified and reconstructed five ideas central to Jonas’ position.6 The first 
three are negative arguments (refuting or challenging anti-teleological views). Here 
we respond to Villalobos and Ward’s claim (Villalobos  & Ward,  2016) that imma-
nent teleology is incompatible with a naturalistic worldview by outlining Jonas’ argu-
ments that natural science’s rejection of natural purpose is methodological rather than 
ontological, and as such not a proof of its non-existence (Section  1), that denial of 
immanent teleology is a performative self-contradiction (Section 2), and that the fact 
of our shared evolutionary history makes it prima facie plausible that there is ontologi-
cal continuity rather than separation between human and nonhuman organisms (Sec-
tion 3). Further, we examine Jonas’ defense against those who are sympathetic to the 
teleological view of life, but who believe that his philosophy fails to properly establish 
such a view (Barbaras, 2010; De Jesus, 2015). Specifically, we elaborate and clarify 
the significance of metabolism in Jonas’ argument for immanent teleology (Section 4), 
and emphasize the role of bodily experience and encounters with others in his account 
of our ability to grasp the purposiveness of nonhuman organisms (Section 5).

We believe that these five steps together make Jonas’ case for natural purpose 
stronger than what is assumed in contemporary enactivist literature, but we are not 
under the illusion that his account is flawless. In Section 5 we address what we see 
as an ambiguity regarding the issue of anthropomorphism that both Jonas and some 
of his enactivist defenders seem to struggle with. And though we conclude that Jonas 
has the resources to overcome this ambiguity in favor of a view where the perception 

4  As we will show later, this reasoning is explicit in Weber and Varela (2002) and at least strongly sug-
gested by Thompson (2007).
5  Enactivist work on empathy, emotions, and perception of others is a more promising option, and bears 
similarities to some of the resources we find in Jonas. See especially Colombetti (2014).
6  While the enactivist literature on Jonas draws mainly on a couple of chapters of The Phenomenon of 
Life (1966), our reading is based on a more thorough reading of that book, as well as on his Organism 
and Freedom (2016), The Imperative of Responsibility (1984), and a couple of shorter articles.
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of others is indispensable, we end our paper by drawing attention to an aspect of his 
account that remains problematic (Section 6): That his criterion for ascribing purpo-
siveness and mind to nonhuman others seems to be based too much on the degree to 
which they resemble the human, thus overlooking the significance of difference in our 
encounters with other life forms. In this way, we conclude by highlighting a challenge 
central to anyone aiming to establish a teleological view of nature.

1 � Science and teleology

According to Mario Villalobos and Dave Ward, Jonas advocates an “antiscientific” 
anthropomorphic approach to the examination of life (Villalobos & Ward, 2016: 
205). In short, their argument is that natural science proves that there is no such thing 
as purpose in (nonhuman) nature, and thus that Jonas’ thesis of immanent teleology 
in living organisms conflicts with scientific evidence and springs from a problematic 
anthropomorphic projection. Thus, they claim that Jonas “thinks that in the conflict 
between anthropomorphism and modern science, what is wrong is modern science, 
not anthropomorphism” (ibid., 207). This, however, is a misrepresentation of Jonas’ 
view. His point is not that philosophers or scientists must “choose between” (ibid.) 
natural purposes and natural science, or that modern science can only be exercised 
when an ontology that deprives nature of natural purpose is accepted. This leads us 
to the first step we have identified in Jonas’ case for teleology in nature, which, as 
mentioned above, is a negative argument: a rejection of the claim that natural sci-
ence has proven that teleology does not exist in the world. Jonas writes: “Regarding 
final causes, we must observe that their rejection is a methodological principle guid-
ing inquiry rather than a statement of ascertained fact issuing from inquiry. […T]he 
exclusion of teleology is not an inductive result but an a priori prohibition of mod-
ern science” (1966: 34).

Jonas’ claim is that modern natural science examines nature as if it can be 
explained by efficient causes alone, but this is a methodological approach, not a 
result of research. To claim that science demonstrates that the world is devoid of pur-
pose is to confuse methodology with ontology. If science is understood as explain-
ing nature according to laws that make it predictable to humans and facilitated for 
controlled manipulation, using mathematics as the foremost aid, final causes are 
outside its scope. As Jonas writes in Organism and Freedom7: “final causes are not 
measurable and would for this reason alone be outside the scope of scientific verifi-
cation” (2016: 33).

7  In the introduction to The Phenomenon of Life, Jonas says that the systematic statement of his phi-
losophy of organism and life “has yet to reach its final shape” (1966: 6). Yet he published no systematic 
monograph on the theme during his lifetime. However, more than a decade before the publication of The 
Phenomenon of Life, Jonas had already formulated a more systematic and worked-through monograph, 
titled Organism and Freedom. Jonas sent this manuscript to a couple of American publishers, but it was 
rejected. Therefore, Jonas decided to rework and publish parts of the book in essays that until recently 
were known as the most fully articulated formulation of his philosophy of organism. In 2016 this original 
manuscript was published as a part of the collected works of Jonas.
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Villalobos and Ward’s critique of Jonas seems to rely on the kind of confusion 
of scientific methodology and ontology – where one makes ontological judgments 
based on “a methodological principle guiding inquiry” (Jonas, 1966: 34) – that 
Jonas warns against. The insight lost on Villalobos and Ward can be elaborated as 
follows: Scientific experiments or examinations (especially physics) are designed to 
gain insight into (some of) the efficient causes at work in the object; final causes are 
excluded as a possible “answer” to this specific way of “questioning” the object. 
This is, of course, a sound and useful approach if the scientist is aware that his/her 
specific way of “asking” – examining – limits the scope of possible “answers.” If s/
he takes the “answers” provided by science to be telling the whole truth about the 
object in question, however, s/he is guilty of ignorant abstraction, or objectification. 
For instance, in science’s search for lawlike patterns, what is particular in the object 
– only occurring once, at this point in time and space and never again – is abstracted 
away. This is necessary and unproblematic as long as one is aware of the level of 
abstraction, but to mistake such abstractions for concrete objects is a vice of scient-
ism. One of Jonas’ philosophical sources can be helpful in elaborating this point: 
Alfred North Whitehead warns against what he calls “the fallacy of misplaced con-
creteness” (Whitehead, 1925: 51). The fallacy consists in taking abstractions to be 
concrete, to confuse the map with the terrain (Griffin, 1998: 117–124). In our view, 
Villalobos and Ward commit this fallacy by assuming that the natural-scientific pic-
ture of the world is the concrete world.

From this we can see that Jonas’ openness to natural teleology is not “antisci-
entific” unless one is committed to the view that only natural-scientific knowledge 
amounts to proper knowledge about nature. If this kind of scientism is rejected, 
Jonas’ view is compatible with science. His point is, as he writes in The Imperative 
of Responsibility, that “we should keep ourselves open to the thought that natural 
science may not tell the whole story about nature” (Jonas, 1984: 8). This view is 
compatible with saying that natural science tells crucial parts of this story.8 Jonas’ 
view is antiscientistic, but not antiscientific. Note here that Jonas does not seem to 
argue that science should incorporate natural purpose in its theories, but rather that 
we should allow for a sort of pre-scientific knowledge (associated, as we will see 
later, with concrete bodily experiences of encounter) to inform our natural ontol-
ogy. In some sense, this is less radical than what we find in contemporary enactivist 
literature, which, without denying the importance of pre-scientific lived experience, 
also aims to find a place for natural purpose within a scientific framework.9 If it is 
the case, as these enactivist authors argue, that scientific inclusion of purpose is both 
possible and fruitful, this would surely pose a further challenge for Villalobos and 

8  The fact that Jonas makes concepts from natural science, such as “metabolism” and “irritability,” cen-
tral in his philosophical understanding of life indicates that his position in general is not antiscientific.
9  This, after all, is a key element in the enactivist account of autonomy and autopoiesis that was pro-
posed by Weber and Varela (2002) and taken up and further developed by Di Paolo (2005) and Thomp-
son (2007). For a recent, promising enactivist attempt to scientifically ground purposiveness, see Di 
Paolo et al. (2017). The argument that science needs to somehow incorporate the reality of purpose has 
also been made outside the enactivist context. For an example of such an argument that even precedes 
Jonas’ writings, see Köhler (1966). For a more recent attempt, see Juarrero (1999).



	 S. Hverven, T. Netland 

1 3

Ward’s purpose-exclusive naturalism, but since this argument is not in Jonas’ reper-
toire, we will not pursue it here.

However, in order to see that the non-teleological picture of the world leaves 
something out (and hence is an abstraction), Jonas needs an argument for the real-
ity of purposiveness in concrete reality. We get into that from Section 3 onwards. It 
does, after all, not follow from rejecting that science has proven the non-existence of 
natural purpose that there in fact is purpose at work in nature, or more specifically in 
nonhuman organisms.

Let’s consider a possible objection to Jonas’ claim that science’s exclusion of 
teleology is methodological rather than ontological before we move on to his next 
argument. Even if we accept that science has not directly disconfirmed the reality of 
natural purpose, is it not the case that the (apparently) obvious success of its non-
teleological approach to explaining and describing reality indirectly means that the 
concept of teleology is obsolete? This question shifts the burden of proof back to the 
defenders of the teleological view: Granted that science does fine without the con-
cept of natural purpose, you must tell us why it is still needed. Bracketing the pos-
sibility that purpose can operate as a fruitful scientific concept, there are at least two 
good responses to this objection. The first response, which we will not spend much 
time on here, is to argue that scientific approaches to life already implicitly presup-
pose a teleological view.10 The second response is to highlight the inconsistency of 
rejecting the reality of something that is so clearly a presupposition for human activ-
ities, which is what Jonas does in the next step we have identified.

2 � Performative self‑contradiction

Here, Jonas tries to establish that the reality of immanent teleology cannot be denied 
without a practical contradiction. How does he defend this claim?

He does so by revealing the contradiction involved in denying the validity of our 
own experience of purpose. Jonas makes the point that someone who denies the 
reality of immanent teleology nonetheless cannot help but act as if what they deny 
actually is real, and cannot help but approach other humans as if they act with pur-
pose and have the ability to recognize their purposive actions. After all, a human 
being that tries to defend such an anti-teleological view cannot help but argue with 
a specific goal in mind: to convince others. But then purposiveness is enacted by 
the very same subject in the process of denying its existence. This is an example of 
a performative contradiction – one affirms in practice what one denies in theory.11 
Hence, Jonas concludes that a human being that takes him or herself seriously and 
that does not consider him or herself as a unique ontological exception “cannot but 

10  This is, arguably, Kant’s view in Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790), as well as Merleau-Ponty’s in Struc-
ture of Behavior (1963), and it can also be found in Jonas (see footnote 31).
11  By arguing this way, Jonas seems to agree with Whitehead: “Whatever is found in practice must lie 
within the scope of the metaphysical description. When the description fails to include practice, the met-
aphysics is inadequate and requires revision” (Whitehead, 1978: 13).
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give nature credit for bringing forth goal-causality, and hence regards the latter as 
not completely foreign to the former” (Jonas, 1984: 71).

For Jonas, therefore, bodily experiences of being alive are valid testimony of 
what human life is. First-hand experience is of ontological importance. To deny 
or ignore this testimony of reality is to deny the closest, most immediate empirical 
evidence we have. The most influential variant of a view that denies this evidence, 
according to Jonas, is modern mechanistic materialism.12 When taken as a compre-
hensive ontology, materialism sacrifices this primordial empirical evidence in favor 
of a generalization of the concept of extended matter, which is based on other expe-
riences and empirical evidence. Thus, as a comprehensive ontology, it is not sup-
ported by all the empirical evidence available to us.

With these considerations, Jonas establishes that we must admit that there is such 
a thing as immanent teleology in the world, at least in human beings.13 Here we 
can briefly note two things. First, it is still possible for the materialist to hold on to 
a non-teleological view in face of this argument, by insisting that the experience of 
purpose in human life and communication is a mere illusion. This, however, comes 
at the price of ultimately denying that any of our utterances are really aimed at com-
municating anything at all, and hence are completely devoid of meaning, which, 
besides being highly problematic in itself, seems to lead us back to the charge of 
self-contradiction. Secondly, while this step in Jonas’ argument is surely anthropo-
centric in the sense that it is exclusively based on human experience, it does not yet 
amount to anthropomorphism insofar as the ascription of teleology does not extend 
beyond the human domain.

This step is, in other words, insufficient as an argument for teleology in all organ-
isms. It is still possible to hold that the teleology in human beings is a unique excep-
tion, without relevance to the understanding of the rest of nature. This kind of view 
is more or less explicit in Villalobos and Ward’s equation of the positing of teleology 
in nonhuman organisms with anthropomorphism (Villalobos & Ward, 2016),14 and 
is stated more directly by Villalobos and Palacios (2019) and Abramova and Villalo-
bos (2015). The challenge that immediately arises here, however, is how to account 
for this alleged essential difference between human and nonhuman organisms. The 

12  Jonas conceives of materialism as an account of reality where “blind,” “lifeless” matter is regarded as 
the most real, and where the aspects of reality that can be measured and quantified are conceived as pri-
mary. Thus, materialism denies genuine validity to embodied experience of purposive actions. It labels 
them as purely “subjective” phenomena. Jonas’ claim that this is the dominant ontology in modern think-
ing is supported by more recent studies in philosophy of nature (Evernden, 1993: 18).
13  Jonas only hints at how the purposiveness of the activity of the one solitary human subject is claimed 
to be evidence of purposiveness in other humans: He points out that the one subject becomes a subject 
and acquires self-knowledge only as a member of a human community where others are recognized as 
purposive subjects (Jonas, 1966: 186). His view on this matter is more fully spelled out in the essay 
“Change and Permanence” (which we comment on in Section 5.3).
14  Villalobos and Ward even claim that “Jonas’ philosophy of life has been recognized, […] by Jonas 
himself, as an anthropomorphic philosophy” (2016: 205). This ignores Jonas’ own warnings against 
anthropomorphism: “The evidence we find in ourselves is an integral part of the evidence concerning life 
which experience puts at our disposal. That it must be used critically to avoid the pitfalls of anthropo-
morphism goes without saying” (Jonas, 1966: 91, our emphasis).



	 S. Hverven, T. Netland 

1 3

mentioned authors (like many others) do this by pointing to human language as that 
which enables some sort of teleology to emerge. For instance, in Abramova and Vil-
lalobos’ view, living beings are “essentially machines composed of chains of deter-
ministic processes” where “any selection or directedness is only in the eye of the 
observer,” but the emergence of language nonetheless assures “a domain in which 
both content and intentionality have their place” in the life of humans (Abramova & 
Villalobos, 2015: 666–667). Although Jonas would agree that language and inter-
subjective relations enable uniquely human traits,15 setting up this sort of absolute 
difference seems to both ascribe to language an explanatory responsibility it can 
hardly fulfill, and assume an unjustifiably huge gap between human and nonhuman 
life. After all, all earthly life shares both a common evolutionary history and core 
organizational processes (metabolism), and so it seems prima facie reasonable to 
hold that relations between features of different species are primarily characterized 
by continuity and difference of degree, rather than of absolute separation. This is the 
topic of the next two steps of Jonas’ argument for natural purpose.

3 � Evolution and continuity

In order to challenge the view that the evidence of teleology in humans is only valid 
for the ontological status of human beings, and nothing else, Jonas refers to Darwin’s 
theory of evolution. From Jonas’ point of view, Darwin’s most important contribu-
tion to the understanding of life was to establish “continuity of descent” between 
humans and other organisms (Jonas, 1966: 57, orig. emphasis). Jonas makes both 
a negative and a positive argument based on this continuity. Negatively, he claims 
that the Darwinian case for continuity between humans and other living beings chal-
lenges the view that human, purposive being is an ontological exception. One may 
still argue that there is a leap in the evolutionary development between other animals 
and humans, a leap from no purposiveness to all purposiveness, but the credibility 
of such a leap is greatly challenged by the continuity thesis of evolution. To the 
extent that the two first steps in our reconstruction of Jonas’ argumentation for natu-
ral purpose are accepted, the Darwinian theory replaces the onus of proof, from the 
view that there is purposiveness in nature to the view that human purposive life is 
an exception from an otherwise mechanical and “blind” world of extended matter. In 
Jonas’ words, “evolutionism undid Descartes’ work more effectively than any meta-
physical critique had managed to do” (ibid.) by making dualism, dividing humans 
from the rest of nature, incredible as a starting point for philosophical reflection.

Jonas’ positive argument goes like this: Against the backdrop of evolutionary 
relatedness, the evidence from human bodily experience becomes a source of preju-
dice (in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s sense) for interpretation of living beings in general. 
Jonas writes that in light of the theory of evolution, “the province of ‘soul’, with 
feeling, striving, suffering [and] enjoyment [, can be] extended again, by the very 
principle of continuous graduation, from man over the kingdom of life” (ibid., 57). 

15  See Section 5.3. This view is shared by many enactivists. For a recent example, see Gallagher (2020).
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Take notice of the statement of scope here: Jonas draws the line of the emergence 
of “soul” (“inwardness”) and “striving” (“purposiveness”) at the beginning of life. 
Even in the most basic forms of life, even “the single cell” (ibid., 99), humans may 
find something reminiscent of what we experience in ourselves, albeit to a very 
small degree.16 Take notice too of the expression “continuous graduation”: Jonas 
indicates a view on purposive action and inwardness as distinguishable in degrees, 
and that the degrees decrease the farther away from human beings one gets. That is 
to say, an organism is a purposively acting subject to the degree that it is similar to a 
human subject.

Is this positive extension of “inwardness” and purposiveness from human beings 
to the rest of living nature a case of anthropomorphism? At least it may seem to 
reveal a problematic tendency in Jonas’ philosophy for seeing humans as the proto-
type of purposive being, so that purposiveness in other organisms is understood in 
“degrees” relative to the human standard. If that is the case, this is a shortcoming of 
Jonas’ view. We will return to this issue below (Section 6).

Apart from Jonas’ positive argument from evolution outlined just now, we have 
hitherto only considered his negative claims – aimed not at establishing that there is 
immanent teleology in nonhuman organisms, but rather at questioning the grounds 
for rejecting such a claim. While this strategy is apt for motivating the possibility 
of natural purpose, we are now in need of a more substantial way of making sense 
of how teleology is actualized in the natural world. Thus, we move to one of Jonas’ 
core arguments for natural purpose: his analysis of metabolism.

4 � Metabolism

Most readers of Jonas agree that metabolism is the pivotal concept in his philoso-
phy of organism, and it has been understood as central in his extension of inward-
ness and purposiveness to nonhuman beings. Metabolism denotes the organism’s 
continuous exchange of matter with its surroundings. This continuous throughput 
of matter and energy renews tissue and keeps the organs and vital processes going. 
This peculiar mode of being is common to all organisms, but does not take place in 
lifeless things.17 Hence, at a basic level, there is a common way of organizing matter 

17  Our claim concerns the metabolic mode of being. Nonliving dissipative structures such as tornados 
and candle flames also keep their form through a throughput of matter and energy. According to Di Paolo 
et al. (2017: 127), it is still an open question whether such structures should be considered self-maintain-
ing individuals in a way that displays the basic “Kantian” form of teleology mentioned in the introduc-
tion. However, in contrast to metabolic systems, “nothing so far indicates that these [nonliving dissipa-

16  Here we find Jonas’ expression of the Strong Mind-Life Continuity Thesis, a core idea of enactivism 
(Thompson, 2007: 128). Regarding the co-manifestation of purposiveness, inwardness, and organic life, 
he writes: “there is no organism without teleology; there is no teleology without inwardness” (Jonas, 
1966: 91) and “[w]here else than in the beginning of life can the beginning of inwardness be placed?” 
(ibid., 58). While these and other formulations suggest that Jonas sees life, purposiveness, and inward-
ness as strictly codependent, other formulations seem to indicate the possibility of purposiveness beyond 
subjectivity and inwardness (ibid., 2, 4). We will leave it open here whether Jonas allows for purposive-
ness in non-subjective, over-individual beings (such as species, ecosystems, the biosphere or being in 
general).
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in all organisms. They have a common physical constitution, or to be more specific, 
a common physical processual dynamic. Jonas’ way of extracting a description of 
the self-organizational, autonomous features common to all life and making it “the 
core of the organism’s ontology” is, in the words of Weber and Varela, “where his 
analysis joins directly with the autopoiesis approach” (Weber & Varela, 2002: 112). 
Moreover, Weber and Varela follow Jonas’ lead in giving metabolism/autopoiesis an 
existential interpretation in terms of freedom, identity, and purpose, which is consid-
ered the first decisive sign of enactivism’s “Jonasian turn.”18

Jonas’ interpretation of metabolism leads him to claim that there is a specific 
ontological principle of identity at work in organisms: In organic beings, identity is 
linked to the dynamic form that maintains itself through metabolism (Jonas, 1966: 
76–83). The form is a principle of organization, an eidos, that continuously actual-
izes itself in new matter and energy. Jonas draws a line between this organic iden-
tity and the identity of a stone or a drop of water. Such lifeless things can be ana-
lyzed as aggregates, reducible to the immediate identities of the parts. It may be that 
an atomistic figure of thought is adequate when dealing with lifeless things: They 
appear to be nothing more than the sum of their parts, and their parts are self-suffi-
cient and independent of the whole they (temporarily) are parts of, as well as of rela-
tions to other parts. The identity of a lifeless thing, therefore, may be nothing but the 
sameness of its material parts over time.19 “Organic identity, however, must be of a 
different nature altogether” (ibid., 82). In organisms, the whole is something other 
than a mere aggregate. It is concrete and actual unity in a manifold. The wholeness 
is an “active performance” or achievement. “This active self-integration of life alone 
gives substance to the term ‘individual’” (ibid., 79). An organism achieves concrete 
individuality by its own activity. Its individuality is not a mere projection from a 
human spectator, nor a construct; the concept of the individual organism is “onto-
logical,” not merely “phenomenological” (ibid.). Hence Jonas interprets metabo-
lism as a sign of some sort of action or performance. At every moment in time, the 
organism, in exchange with its environment, is both the producer and the product of 
its own continuous activity, and the organism is this purposive process or activity.

While we cannot go into all the details of his analysis of metabolism here,20 it 
is important for our purposes to notice that Jonas considers metabolism a marker 
of active striving. Organisms are concerned, he claims, with a nod to his former 

Footnote 17 (continued)
tive] systems have the capacity to adaptively regulate their interactions with the environment” (ibid.), 
which is Di Paolo’s (2005) suggestion for a capacity that would ground the second, sense-making form 
of teleology in a notion of natural organization.
18  Maturana and Varela’s (1980) original theory on autopoiesis, though placing the emphasis on meta-
bolic identity as a definition of life in common with Jonas, was explicitly non-teleological. See Barrett 
(2017) for an outline of the development of what he calls the “normative turn” in enactivism.
19  Some of Jonas’ formulations regarding lifeless things seem to presuppose a classic, mechanistic view 
of physics, and a view of biology as essentially an application of this view onto living beings. This is 
most evident in Organism and Freedom (Jonas, 2016: 1–5, 45–58).
20  See Hverven 2020 for an extended elaboration of this interpretation of Jonas’ analysis of metabolism.
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teacher Martin Heidegger and the concept of Sorge.21 However, in Jonas’ philoso-
phy, it is not just Dasein – humans – that are concerned with their own being; all 
organic beings are concerned with this (ibid., 84, 86). Their very activity and striv-
ing to be alive shows that life matters to them.22

From this concern (or striving), it follows that the mechanistic pattern of expla-
nation, “the external linear time-pattern of antecedent and sequent, involving the 
causal dominance of the past, is inadequate” (ibid., 86). For active organic wholes, 
the future, not the past, is the dominant time horizon: “life is essentially what it 
is going to be and just becoming” (ibid.). Accordingly, organisms cannot only be 
understood as products of efficient causes. They must also be understood teleologi-
cally, as striving towards future being. Organisms have a telos of their own, which 
is not an end state; the telos is rather the ongoing processual form itself. The telos 
– end – of the organism is never fully achieved, once and for all, as a static end sta-
tion (in that case, death would be the purpose of life). The telos is rather the mainte-
nance of a contingent process that must be re-actualized repeatedly, always with the 
possibility of failing. Therefore, finitude and vulnerability are essential characteris-
tics of organic life.23

5 � Critique of Jonas’ argument from metabolism

The characteristics above raise one big question: What is the basis for this inter-
pretation of metabolism? Critics of Jonas (Barbaras, 2010: 94; Villalobos & Ward, 
2016; Yolton, 1967) read the analysis of metabolism in The Phenomenon of Life 
as resting on a dubious premise: that life first of all is identified in the mere exter-
nal process of metabolism. Then action, teleology, sensitiveness, concernedness – in 
short, “inwardness” – are somehow found in this external process. Accordingly, the 
critique goes, it is an anthropomorphic “theory of projection”: Based on our own 
inner experience of being acting, living individuals, we have “inside knowledge” 
and hence we can “interpolate” from the mere external evidence of metabolism to 
the internal, experiencing life of an organism (Barbaras, 2010).24 Thus, we humans, 
who know purposiveness and inwardness from within, project these qualities onto 
extended metabolizing entities and take inwardness and purposiveness to be at work 
in them, as in ourselves. However, as Renaud Barbaras points out, “Nothing in the 

21  While “concern” for many might be associated with a state of conscious awareness, this is not neces-
sarily the case here. Rather, in the existentialist tradition Jonas is trained in, it connotes a form of practi-
cal engagement that usually is pre-reflective and not present in awareness.
22  It is this step, from metabolic self-production (where the system is the purpose of its own activity) to 
concern, which Di Paolo (2005) argues lacks the notion of adaptivity in order to be coherent.
23  This does not mean that finitude and vulnerability need to be exclusive to organisms. But in our opin-
ion, it seems reasonable to say that the finitude and vulnerability of organisms stand out – in contrast to 
nonliving entities – because they matter to the structure itself qua a self-concerned system. See Froese 
(2017) for an articulation of the significance of precariousness and death in the enactivist case against 
computationalism about mind and life.
24  De Jesus (2015) argues along the same lines, with reference to Barbaras.
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domain of exteriority justifies such an interpolation” (2010: 94). As we understand 
Barbaras, he uses “exteriority” as a synonym for the Cartesian res extensa – nature 
conceived as purely mechanical, quantitative, non-subjective substance.25 Hence, 
Barbaras seems quite right in claiming that mere “exteriority” is not “inward,” not 
mental, not purposive. By definition, it is lifeless and cannot express life. In such an 
interpretation of Jonas, his position depends on a dualism between extendedness and 
“inwardness.” In Barbaras’ words, Jonas maintains “the split between interiority and 
exteriority (…) and that is a consequence of a resolutely materialist ontology. Life 
is identified first of all in the domain of exteriority, via the concept of metabolism” 
(ibid.).26

If Barbaras’ interpretation and critique of Jonas is correct, it would be devastating 
for Jonas’ account of life. Jonas labels his own position “integral monism” (Jonas, 
1966: 19), and develops it precisely in contrast to and through critique of reductive 
materialism and dualism. He explicitly states that the two sides of Cartesian dual-
ism, res cogitans and res extensa, are abstractions (ibid., 22).27 And a philosophy of 
organism “must move beyond these partial abstractions (‘body’ and ‘soul’, ‘exten-
sion’ and ‘thought’, and the like) toward the hidden ground of their unity” (ibid., 
19).28 On this basis, Jonas seeks to establish an alternative to both materialism and 
idealism, which he conceives of as abstract and one-sided heirs to the unmediated 
and equally abstract Cartesian dualism (ibid., 1–26). Moreover, Jonas’ critique has a 
strong normative motivation, since he conceives of modern dualism and materialism 
as incurably nihilistic. This is a criticism he famously directs at Heidegger’s existen-
tialism (ibid., 232). Accordingly, if Jonas’ ontology of nature, as his critics claim, is 
materialistic and/or dualistic after all, he lands on an ontology he himself criticizes 
as abstract, nihilistic, and unable to understand life.29

Barbaras’ interpretation of Jonas is, however, misguided at some key points.30 
First, virtually the same objection Barbaras raises against Jonas is formulated by 

25  The term “exteriority” is to our knowledge never used by Jonas. His words are “extended(ness),” 
“extension,” “extensity,” and simply “extended (being/substance),” and in The Phenomenon of Life, it is 
clear that all these terms are used in elaborations of Cartesian res extensa (Jonas, 1966: 290).
26  Sandra B. Lubarsky criticizes Jonas in a similar manner, for occasionally falling back into “psycho-
physical dualism” (Lubarsky, 2010: 403).
27  There may be a tension here, since (as mentioned in footnote 19) Jonas does not always seem to con-
sider extended substance as an abstraction. Sometimes he seems to accept the concept of pure extended 
matter as necessary to account for lifeless things such as stones, e.g. when he defines life as form in con-
trast to the lifeless matter (Jonas, 1966: 80–81), and when he argues against what he takes to be panpsy-
chism in Whitehead (ibid., 95–96). Other times he concedes that matter must, at a minimum, be endowed 
with a “genuine potency” of becoming alive, and he mentions “a tendency in the depth of being towards 
(…) freedom” (ibid., 2, 4), which means, among other things, that matter cannot be defined properly 
without reference to life. In our interpretation, we put the most emphasis on these formulations, where 
pure extended matter is understood as an abstraction in all circumstances. This makes Jonas’ account 
more coherent.
28  This is a clear parallel to Merleau-Ponty’s call to conceive of the body as “a third genre of being 
between the pure subject and the object” (2012: 366).
29  Cf. Jonas’ sharp examination of the familiarity between dualism, materialism, and idealism (Jonas, 
1966: 17–19).
30  See also Section 5.3.
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Jonas himself, when he writes that “no mere analysis of the physical record [i.e. 
extended matter] will ever yield” internal identity (ibid., 82). Moreover, Jonas’ 
examination of metabolism, in the essay “Is God a Mathematician?”, certainly starts 
with a mere spectator perspective (“the Divine Mathematician”) that sees nature as 
res extensa. But his aim is precisely to show that this perspective leaves out some-
thing decisive and hence is abstract. Jonas asks the reader to imagine a god who 
created the world as mere extended being and only knew of the world as such exten-
sity. Would such a god understand the phenomenon of life? No, this god “misses the 
decisive point – the point of life itself: its being self-centered individuality” (ibid., 
79). The mathematical description does not capture life as experienced or lived. We 
humans (“poor mortals”), however, experience this dimension of being. Hence, in 
Jonas’ thought experiment, we know parts of the world unconceivable to this god; 
for example, we know of sight as an experience, not merely as an extended phys-
icochemical process. The imagined god would be ignorant of this quality of sight, 
so evident to us, and such an ignorant god must be rejected: There is no “Divine 
Mathematician.”

Accordingly, in Jonas’ view, a more comprehensive account of being and the 
phenomenon of life must recognize that the purely quantitative, mathematical per-
spective is limited and abstract. The shortcomings of the mathematical perspective 
provide motivation for reviving and grant validity to the more concrete bodily per-
spective; “life can be known only by life” (ibid., 91) as Jonas famously puts it. It 
is, however, still unclear what this amounts to – does “life” know itself primarily 
through introspection, or through encounters with other living beings? – but at least 
we now know that to accept the validity of a bodily perspective entails rejecting 
the picture of nature as mere extended substance. The central turning point of “Is 
God a Mathematician?” thus shows that the approach Jonas recommends is to return 
to bodily experience and survey what aspects of that perspective materialism has 
omitted in its process of abstraction. In this way, pace Barbaras, Jonas does not first 
identify life “in the domain of exteriority.” Rather, his conclusion is negative: Life 
cannot be identified in the domain of pure extension.

Accordingly, Jonas does not merely accept the concept of purely extensive metab-
olism at face value, as expressing what life really is. Rather, he reinterprets the con-
cept as a descriptive generalization covering different concrete experiences of alive-
ness. On its own, in abstraction, metabolism does not express what life is. But it can 
be interpreted as a sort of “gesture” towards those bodies where life is expressed, 
and experienced, as concrete. This puts Jonas in the position to give what he calls 
“an ‘existential’ interpretation of biological facts” (ibid., xxiii).31

To sum up, in his discussion of “the Divine Mathematician,” Jonas reveals the 
shortcomings of the objectivist “view from nowhere” (Nagel, 1986) when it comes 

31  Jonas claims that this interpretation of biological concepts is also unknowingly made by convinced 
materialist biologists: “Else they would altogether miss the existence of life around them and thus have 
no object for inquiry – the concrete from which to make their abstractions – to begin with” (Jonas, 1966: 
91). This can be read as an explicit contradiction of Barbaras’ critique that Jonas maintains “the split 
between interiority and exteriority (…) and that is a consequence of a resolutely materialist ontology. 
Life is identified first of all in the domain of exteriority” (Barbaras, 2010: 94).
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to grasping the reality of life, arguing instead that that achievement comes from the 
engaged, bodily perspective of our primordial experiences and encounters. Does that 
mean that we now have a fully satisfying account of how we humans are able to 
understand nonhuman organisms as acting purposively? We do not think so. At this 
point, much depends on what is to be found in concrete experiences and encoun-
ters, which is the topic of the fifth and last step of Jonas’ philosophy that we will 
consider.

6 � Encounter and otherness

6.1 � The element of encounter

A central yet often overlooked claim by Jonas is that encounters enable a specific 
world relation with epistemological significance. To understand what this means, 
it is helpful to notice a point Jonas makes early in The Phenomenon of Life, in his 
“Note on anthropomorphism.” There he remarks that a Cartesian split between sub-
jective human being and extended nature has led to the predominance of one spe-
cific world relation with an epistemological bias. He writes that in modern thinking, 
an “epistemological monopoly” is

accorded to the perceptual mode of cognition, i.e., to outside knowledge 
mainly in the visible mode, in consequence of which “objectivity” becomes 
essentially the elaboration of exterior sense-data in the lines of their exten-
sional properties. Other possible modes of relation to reality, such as the com-
munication between life and life, or the experience of the impact and resist-
ance of things in bodily effort, fell short of the ideal of exact knowledge and 
ceased to count. (Jonas, 1966: 35, our emphasis)

Here, Jonas makes a distinction between three modes of world relation, each pro-
viding a specific kind of knowledge: 1) The relation between detached subject and 
extended object, 2) communication between life and life, and 3) the experience of 
the resistance of things in bodily effort.32 Later in the book, Jonas introduces the 
concept of “the element of encounter” in perception. Against the backdrop of the tri-
part distinction between world relations, this concept can be understood as an elabo-
ration of 2) and 3). Jonas here defines it as “the self-communication of the object to 
my receptivity and its insistence on itself even while in my perceptive hold” (1966: 
168). Such encountered otherness – a foreign solidity or relative independence – is 
necessary for judging anything as real at all. To perception, “the felt affectiveness 

32  Barbaras (2010) seems to (mis)interpret Jonas as only basing his analysis of metabolism on the first 
kind of world relation with its epistemological limitations. That we constantly engage in other, more 
basic forms of relations to the world – especially to other humans and living creatures – is also a key 
enactivist point. See e.g. Colombetti (2014), Fuchs and De Jaegher (2009), Gallagher (2020), and 
Thompson (2007, ch. 13).
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of the data […] is necessary for the experience of the ‘reality’ of the real” (ibid.). 
Hence, Jonas’ claim is that realism rests on this “element of encounter.”

These general claims also apply to the specific case of nonhuman organisms. 
Experience of the reality of nonhuman others (and human others, for that matter) 
depends on encounters with these others, in which their “insistence on themselves” 
as purposive, living beings is “affectively felt”33 by the experiencing subject. If 
Jonas is to be coherent, this is the experiential basis a theory of organism requires.34

But Jonas’ statements about the embodied perspective in “Is God a Mathemati-
cian?” are too general and undifferentiated to meet this requirement. There, he does 
not sufficiently explain how the embodied human is able to recognize and be affected 
by life and purpose in concrete others. Therefore, it still does not account fully for 
the experiential basis for the strong claims made by Jonas in his interpretation of 
biological concepts. As presented until now, Jonas’ position may still be accused 
of projection and anthropomorphism – not because it is materialist, but because 
it is too egocentric. To respond properly to criticisms of anthropomorphism, it is 
necessary to elaborate on our embodied experience and explicitly incorporate into 
it encounters with and relations to others. To understand others as active and pur-
posive, an account of how experiences with such others is an emphatic experience 
(Bernstein, 2001: 302),35 inseparable from our understanding of ourselves and our 
world, is needed. Only on such a basis can an “existential” approach to life be fully 
appreciated. What does Jonas have to offer here?

6.2 � The life experience in encounters

In The Phenomenon of Life, the best formulations Jonas offers on the experience of 
life in others are given on the first page of the first essay, in his description of the 
experiential basis for early days animism or “panvitalism”: “That the world is alive 
is really the most natural view, and largely supported by prima-facie evidence. On 
the terrestrial scene, in which experience is reared and contained, life abounds and 
occupies the whole foreground exposed to man’s immediate view” (Jonas, 1966: 7). 
Jonas refers to this as “the life experience” (ibid., 15): Life is experienced as there, 
in the terrestrial world. Later, Jonas claims, this experience was suppressed by a 
worldview based on the opposite experience, “the death experience”: Life is absent 
there, e.g. in that dead body or in that stone. In generalized and reified form, this 
experience leads to what Jonas names the “ontology of death” of modernity, which 
equals the materialism discussed above (ibid., 9–12).

However, when Jonas later in the book argues that there are basic experiences 
that a fully materialist worldview cannot account for, he does not refer to “the life 

33  On our reading, this can be seen as a precursor to Thompson’s view on “empathy” between living 
beings, in Mind in Life (2007: 165, 382–412).
34  In accordance with Bernstein (2001: 301–305) argues that the experience of the difference between 
living and nonliving beings is emphatic – especially forceful and clear – through a reading of Wittgen-
stein.
35  See previous note.
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experience.” He does not point to the fact that we experience life as there, in others 
different from but similar to our own embodied selves. Rather, he points to the fact 
that we experience life as present here, in me, in my body (ibid., 79). Hence, the 
experiential basis drawn upon here for the interpretation of metabolism is the expe-
rience of life in me, not you; here, not there; in the self, not the other. There is thus 
a danger that ontology collapses into egology, because the “element of encounter” 
necessary for realism about others is absent.36

Admittedly, it is difficult to say precisely what Jonas’ position is at this point. 
Notice the ambiguities in this quote:

[I]nternal identity is implicit in the adventure of [metabolic, processual] form 
and is spontaneously assumed on its external, morphological evidence which 
alone is open to inspection. But what kind of inference is this? And by whom? 
How can the unprepared observer infer what no mere analysis of the physical 
record will ever yield? […] The observer of life must be prepared by life. In 
other words, organic existence with its own experience is required of himself 
for his being able to make that inference, which he does make all the time, 
and this is the advantage – perennially disowned or slandered in the history of 
epistemology – of our “having”, that is, being, bodies. […] It is by this inter-
polation of an internal identity alone that the mere morphological (and as such 
meaningless) fact of metabolic continuity is comprehended as an incessant act 
(…). (Jonas, 1966: 82)

We assume that this paragraph is a source of dualistic interpretations of Jonas, 
claiming that his account presupposes that humans mysteriously find “inwardness” 
and purposiveness in mere “external, morphological evidence.” In such an interpre-
tation, the passage serves to prove that Jonas’ position is at once both materialistic 
and “spiritualistic” (Barbaras, 2010: 121), because we simply detect, or “interpo-
late” from our own experience, a “spirit” in the “machine.” Seen in isolation, this 
is a possible interpretation of the quoted paragraph. But based on the sources we 
have presented above, it can also be read otherwise. It can be read as saying that the 
recognition of other beings as acting, real wholes is primordial in our experience, 
prior to the scientific view of organisms as extended matter; and that the experience 
of the morphological evidence of other living beings for us is expressive and mean-
ingful, something that can be understood and interpreted, and that this is more basic 
than the view of them as mere extended matter. This could be the meaning of Jonas’ 
above-quoted statements that the recognition of “internal identity” and meaningful 
action in organisms is something we, humans, “spontaneously assume” and that it is 
an inference “we make all the time.”

The clash between these two opposing interpretations is difficult to settle based 
on The Phenomenon of Life alone. What is missing there is an examination of how 
this “spontaneous inference” takes place in encounters with nonhuman others. Jonas 

36  Our use of the Levinasian term “egology” is indebted to Robert R. William’s use of it in his critique 
of Husserl: “Husserl did not go far enough when he developed phenomenology as an egology without 
ontology” (Williams, 1992: 95).



1 3

Projection or encounter? Investigating Hans Jonas’ case for…

could have made his position clearer by drawing on “the life experience” as well as 
his insights regarding encounter and realism in his interpretation of metabolism, but 
he does not. What is missing in The Phenomenon of Life, which would have made it 
harder to accuse him of anthropomorphism, is an explicit statement of the fact that 
we recognize signs of life in concrete living others, not, at first, through introspec-
tion of our own inwardness, projected on the more generalized concept of “metabo-
lism.” As we will see below, Jonas’ works contain the resources for arguing that 
it is rather in the concrete movements, gestures, or growth of other bodies that we 
primarily recognize the expressions of life. In general terms, what is underdeveloped 
in The Phenomenon of Life is a philosophy of encounter and otherness. Such an 
examination is, in our view, necessary for Jonas’ view of organisms, and its absence 
is a weakness that makes his account of the phenomenon of life unstable.

This instability probably explains, and perhaps even justifies, some of the skepti-
cism towards the Jonasian influence on the enactivist field. For, rather than clarify-
ing and sorting out this ambiguity in Jonas’ account, some of the most central enac-
tivist literature on Jonas tends to reproduce it. In Weber & Varela, for instance, we 
find the claim that “[i]t is actually by experience of our teleology – our wish to exist 
further on as a subject, not our imputation of purposes on objects – that teleology 
becomes a real rather than an intellectual principle” (2002: 110). And in Mind in 
Life, Thompson states that “this inwardness or interiority [and consequently, purpo-
siveness] is disclosable to us because we ourselves are living beings who experience 
our own bodily selfhood firsthand” (2007: 163). We are not saying that there is no 
truth in these statements. After all, we established in the previous section that our 
concrete, bodily perspective is essential for the ability to grasp the purposive reality 
of other organisms. What is problematic is the suggestion that this grasping is the 
conclusion of a process that unequivocally starts with introspective evidence of life 
in ourselves; this is precisely what opens the door to accusations of anthropomor-
phism and projection. However, rather than this being a reason for closing the door 
to Jonasian influences on the enactivist project, we think that a more thorough read-
ing of Jonas’ works proves that he in fact has resources that can be of use in resolv-
ing this ambiguity, which to some degree still haunts enactivism.

6.3 � Recognition of life in others, prior to introspection

In “Change and Permanence,” originally published in 1969, Jonas makes it clear 
that he does not regard “inwardness” as something human subjects have unmediated 
introspective access to. On the contrary, he stresses the irreducible intersubjectivity 
of human self-knowledge:

Neither the knowledge of other minds, nor even the knowledge of mind as 
such, originates from the inspection of our own. On the contrary, already the 
knowledge of our own mind, even our having one in the first place, is a func-
tion of acquaintance with other minds. Knowledge of inwardness as such, 
whether one’s own or that of others, is based on communication with a whole 
human environment which determines, certainly codetermines decisively, 
even what will be found in eventual introspection. […] An understanding of 
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the inwardness of others, in advance of and beyond what “introspection” could 
have found in one’s own inwardness, is a precondition for the very emergence 
of such an inwardness. (Jonas, 2010: 246–247)

It is hard to imagine a clearer statement on the mediatedness of human “inward-
ness.”37 In the above paragraph, Jonas strongly opposes a view on human inward-
ness as something directly accessible. His view seems to be consistent with Hege-
lian recognition theory on this point: Having a mind – or a “self” as recognition 
theorists usually say (there may be a difference here) – is a dialectical achievement. 
It is acquired only through some sort of relation or confrontation with otherness. 
To develop a human mind, this “otherness” must also be encountered in distinctly 
human others, capable of recognizing the human self as human. Only through being 
recognized as a human self by other human selves (which one must recognize in 
return) does one achieve a human self.38

If this is Jonas’ view on the human self, it is worth noting. Barbaras (2010) and 
others criticizing Jonas for a “theory of projection” seem to interpret him in exactly 
the opposite way, as claiming that human “inwardness” is accessed directly through 
introspection and then projected onto others. But here Jonas is evidently arguing the 
opposite, namely that relations to and recognition of others are necessary precondi-
tions for all introspection. He is crystal clear in his rejection of a theory of projec-
tion, stating that we have knowledge of other minds “not by analogical inference, 
overt or covert, from myself to others; not by transference and projection, as the 
post-Cartesian doctrine of consciousness made it almost de rigueur to hold” (Jonas, 
2010: 246).

At this point, it is fair to voice the following objection: Have we not fallen back 
into anthropocentrism? That is, are not the “others” in question here only human 
others, meaning that the inwardness of nonhuman organisms could still be conceived 
as the result of a human projection? In fact, in the same essay, Jonas continues to 
elaborate on the question of knowledge of other minds in an explicitly non-anthro-
pocentric way. He claims that animals also seem to recognize life in others: “The 
recognition of other life is a fundamental feature of the outside relation integral to 
the animal organism. Among the objects of perception, neutrally classed as ‘things,’ 
living things as living are paramount” (ibid., 248). This recognition of life by life 
goes across species: “A creature recognizes greed or aggression when it meets it 
in a fellow creature’s eyes (or in posture, sound and smell), and this far beyond its 
own kind” (ibid.). How could it be that life is recognized in others? Jonas answers: 
“Animal life is expressive, even eager for expression. It displays itself; it has its 
sign codes, its language; it communicates itself” (ibid., orig. emphasis). Recall that 
Jonas considered the “self-communication” of the object in concrete encounters 
to be a criterion for realism. Hence, Jonas here gives the statement missing in The 

37  That our human form of inwardness, as well as our access to and knowledge of our own inwardness 
as such, is enabled and mediated by intersubjective practices is a claim frequently advocated in enactivist 
literature. See e.g. Thompson (2007), De Jaegher and Froese (2009), and Gallagher (2020).
38  See e.g. Honneth (1992), Williams (1997), and Pippin (2008).
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Phenomenon of Life: Nonhuman animals self-communicate – insist on themselves 
as living – and are expressive.

Notice that Jonas’ formulations here are limited to animal life. Hence, we do not 
yet have a Jonasian defense of the deep mind-life continuity thesis, which ascribes a 
form of inwardness to all forms of life. Is this something he can provide?

6.4 � Encounter in Organism and Freedom

More than a decade before the publication of The Phenomenon of Life, Jonas had 
already formulated a more systematic and worked-through monograph, titled 
Organism and Freedom. Following rejections from a couple of publishers, he 
reworked and published parts of the book as the essays in The Phenomenon of Life, 
until recently known as the most fully articulated formulation of his philosophy of 
biology. In 2016, Organism and Freedom was published as a part of the collected 
works of Hans Jonas. In this original manuscript, Jonas mentions exactly what we 
miss in the more fragmented The Phenomenon of Life, namely, concrete encounters 
with nonhuman others. Consider the following passage, which clearly illuminates 
the expressive nature of life:

When in doubt whether the victim of an accident is alive or dead, we look to 
see whether or not he breathes, whether or not his heart beats, and the like. 
When in doubt whether a lizard by the roadside is alive or dead, we may tickle 
it with a grass-stalk and see whether it responds, i.e., moves. To ascertain 
whether a sapling we have planted has kept alive, we observe it over a number 
of days and see whether it grows. (Jonas, 2016: 2, ch. II)

These few sentences alone give more information about concrete encounters with 
living others – both human and nonhuman – than the whole of The Phenomenon 
of Life. Importantly, Jonas here includes non-animal organisms, represented by the 
sapling. In this passage, the human “we” recognizes life in certain movements, such 
as breath, pulse, growth, or locomotion. And these movements are not merely per-
ceived as mechanical; rather, they appear as expressions of actions: “We expect of 
living things that they do something” (ibid., orig. emphasis). Either in their alive-
ness or in their lifelessness, the victim, the lizard, and the sapling satisfy Jonas’ cri-
teria for “the element of encounter” (Jonas, 1966: 168); they “insist on themselves,” 
they “self-communicate” to our receptivity, hence they are real, either as living or 
as dead.39 Organic beings’ “insistence on [themselves] even while in my perceptive 
hold” (ibid.) could perhaps take the form of the gaze of a wild bird or an elk, or the 
stubborn resistance of a cockroach, or the twitch of a cod on the hook.

However, what is the difference between this “insistence” and the “insistence” 
of lifeless things “in my perceptive hold”? Is not the desk in front of me also quite 
insistent? That is, I could close my eyes, try to think it away, then open them, and it 

39  We see an affinity here with the enactive concept of empathy, understood as a kind of embodied rec-
ognition of others as alive and mindful. See e.g. Thompson (2007: ch. 13), Colombetti (2014), and Gal-
lagher (2020).
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will be there, nevertheless. It is not clear what Jonas would answer, but as we under-
stand him, it seems reasonable to claim, on his behalf, that only life insists on itself, 
in the sense that self-concern is expressed by its behavior. It is of course possible 
for us to err in distinguishing life from nonlife. Just because something immediately 
appears as if it were insisting on itself, this does not mean that it actually is self-
insisting – this is usually quite easily discovered by further scrutiny of the entity in 
question, as Jonas demonstrates in the paragraph quoted above.40

To elaborate on what we see in living others, we could say in general terms that it 
is likeness. According to Jonas’ own position on human perception and “image-mak-
ing,” to perceive likeness means to see neither identity nor non-identity, or rather to 
see both aspects at once (Jonas, 1966: 158–167). The sapling grows like I did as a 
child, but it is also very different from me. The lizard moves away, so can I, and in 
that respect the lizard is more like me than the sapling, but we are still very differ-
ent. The victim of the accident may speak to me, and hence there is another level of 
similarity, but still we are different. His body is not mine; I do not experience his 
pains the way he does; his whole life history is different from mine, etc.

In Organism and Freedom, Jonas describes these concrete encounters before the 
concept of metabolism as externality is introduced. This fact challenges critics of 
Jonas (e.g. Barbaras) who accuse him of beginning with a “mere exteriority” view 
of organisms and then superimposing life on this extended form. Rather, Jonas 
begins his more systematic examination in Organism and Freedom with the experi-
ence of life being already there in living others, not in need of being animated by a 
human projection. That fact fits our interpretation of his view, which says that the 
experience of other organisms as living and acting is primary to the view of them as 
extended matter.41

At this point, Jonas’ argument for how we are justified in conceiving of the pur-
posive activity of other living beings can be reconstructed as follows: Because we 
humans, at a basic bodily level, recognize either life or nonlife in other beings, we 
are in a position to be able to let this “life experience” – experience of life in others 

40  However, that does not mean that Jonas avoids the possibility of error, or skepticism, but in our view 
this is not devastating to his position. In our reading, Jonas places great emphasis on concrete encounters 
with others as a precondition for the recognition of life. Such a view does not pretend to do away with all 
skepticism, or avoid any possibility of error. Neither does it pretend to reach total unambiguity. Because 
the (encounter with) other is considered as an inevitable source for the knowledge in question (knowl-
edge of other minds), the epistemic subject must refrain from complete epistemic control or security.
41  It must be noted that Jonas some pages later interprets the lizard encounter in a way that is problem-
atic for our interpretation: “We observe the lizard’s motions upon our touching of it, but not its sensing 
the touch or its consequent excitement. Sensing and excitement we witness in ourselves ‘from within’, 
and this is how we know about them, while other living beings we witness only in their externalization 
on motions or other changes of the body” (Jonas, 2016: 5, ch. 2). These formulations show that the cri-
tique of Jonas as relying too much on a dualist distinction between the “internal” and the “external” does 
have textual support. As Lubarsky (2010) correctly observes, Jonas occasionally falls back into psycho-
physical dualism. We do not deny that Jonas’ position is ambiguous at this point, but as interpreters of 
Jonas we think one gets to the point where one must choose what to put the most emphasis on: certain 
dualistic formulations or the resources Jonas offers to overcome dualism.
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in encounters – inform our understanding of the scientific concept of metabolism.42 
Metabolism becomes, in Jonas’ philosophy, the abstract minimal requirement for 
bodily similarity in otherness that delimits and gestures towards those “others” who 
are able to recognize purposively acting others in concrete encounters.

7 � Identity‑thinking: The danger of reducing the other to the self

Even though this correction shows that Jonas’ texts contain resources for reject-
ing the most devastating points in the critiques of “the Jonasian turn,” we still find 
Jonas’ interpretation of metabolism partly dissatisfactory. Our reason is the follow-
ing: Jonas’ account of nonhuman organisms does not seem to live up to his insights 
on “likeness,” mentioned above, because he tends to grant living creatures purposive 
action and subjectivity only to the degree that they are identical to the human body 
or self.

This claim may seem unfair, since Jonas does give an account of difference 
between sorts of organisms. In The Phenomenon of Life, he pictures a hierarchy of 
different degrees of “needful freedom” exercised by living beings.43 The freedom 
entails a relative detachment and independence of particular matter (Jonas, 1966: 
80–81). All metabolic structures have some freedom, according to Jonas, due to the 
way in which they maintain their identity through material exchange and renewal. In 
his view, freedom is a function of mediation between the living form and particular 
matter. Metabolism itself is a basic form of mediation (ibid., 183). Further, Jonas 
differentiates between plants and animals, the latter having emotions and the abili-
ties of locomotion and perception (ibid., ch. 4), and between animals and humans, 
the latter being able to abstract and make images and symbols (ibid., ch. 7). Jonas 
interprets these different abilities as signs of different degrees of dialectical media-
tions between an organism and its surroundings and the specific matter it is made of 
at a particular point in time. Greater distance and complexity of mediation in turn 
equal greater freedom, although all freedom remains “needful” in the sense that it 
must be exercised by a living form that has to be realized in some matter.

42  In Organism and Freedom, Jonas claims that active movement is not the only evidence of life that 
springs forth from concrete encounters with others. He writes that we cannot “commit ourselves to an 
enquiry on terms of activity [i.e. metabolism] alone” (Jonas, 2016: 3, ch. II). Equally important is that we 
observe and expect that living beings display reactions (“responsive behavior”). This is most evident in 
the example with the lizard, which is recognized as living when it responds (by moving) to being tickled. 
Jonas writes in Organism and Freedom that the mere process of metabolism “cannot even be meaning-
fully described” without an account of some “sensitivity” or “irritability,” which are rudimentary forms 
of “sentience” and “perception.” Accordingly, it would be most accurate to add “irritability” in the for-
mulations in this paragraph, but we limit ourselves to “metabolism” for the sake of space.
43  For an enactivist use of Jonas’ notion of needful freedom, see Di Paolo (2009: 16 ff.). It is drawn 
on here, together with Jonas’ idea of “transitions” between different forms of life, to give an enactive 
account of the differences in organizational identity between kinds of organisms (e.g. how animals are 
distinguished from other life forms) as well as of how autopoiesis underlies but does not fully determine 
every organism’s form of life.
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However, although Jonas’ concept of dialectical, needful freedom is thought-pro-
voking and deserves more attention, it does not really account for nonhuman dif-
ference. All the mediating traits Jonas mentions – metabolism, emotions, locomo-
tion, image-making etc. – are exercised by humans. Moreover, they are analyzed by 
Jonas as most completely represented in human beings, and only to lesser degrees in 
nonhuman others. Hence, no mediation or freedom can be genuinely different from 
human freedom, only the same to a lesser extent. This lack of appreciation of nonhu-
man difference is probably clearest in the following statement by Jonas:

Perhaps, rightly understood, man is after all the measure of all things – not 
indeed through the legislation of his reason but through the exemplar of his 
psychophysical totality which represents the maximum of concrete ontological 
completeness known to us: a completeness from which, reductively, the species 
of being may have to be determined by way of progressive ontological subtrac-
tion down to the minimum of bare elementary matter (…). (1966: 23–24)

Here Jonas claims that nonhuman organisms and nature in general are known to 
us not in their rich difference, but as human beings minus something. Crudely put, 
Jonas seems to claim that if you begin with a human being and subtract some com-
plexity, you have an animal. Subtract some more and you have a plant. Subtract even 
more and you have “bare elementary matter.”

This account leaves out the possibility of genuine difference, not to mention the 
possibility that nonhuman freedom may exceed human freedom in any way. This is 
not satisfying, because one can easily think of organisms with abilities that (prob-
ably) give them experiences and freedom that are unavailable to humans. Think of 
the eagle flying with its own wings. It exercises a freedom that humans can only 
get a vague idea of through complicated technological aids (i.e. airplanes and hang-
gliders). In Jonas’ account, such a freedom seems to be subsumed under the great 
label of “locomotion,” and hence reduced to something equal to human walking and 
running. But it is not – it is different.

We cannot see that Jonas appreciates such differences. Hence, Jonas’ recognition 
of nonhuman life may be accused of what Theodor W. Adorno calls “identity-think-
ing” (2003 [1966]), which seeks to gain knowledge about something by identifying 
it with something already known. Identity-thinking subsumes “individuality (sen-
suous particularity) under a coherent, unifying, simplifying, explanatory universal 
(myth, god, natural law, unified science)” (Bernstein, 2001: 30).

In Jonas’ case, as mentioned above (Section  3), nonhuman others are known 
as “others” or individuals only when we, humans, identify degrees of ourselves in 
them. What justifies this claim? Let’s look at Jonas’ interpretation of the theory of 
evolution in more detail: “If man was the relative of animals, then animals were 
the relatives of man and in degrees bearers of that inwardness of which man, the 
most advanced of their kin, is conscious of in himself” (Jonas, 1966: 57, our empha-
sis). Here Jonas claims that animals, and maybe plants, are bearers of a degree of 
“that inwardness” which man is conscious of in himself. And the “dignity” of nature 
rests on that identification of self-sameness (or human-sameness) in nonhuman 
others. This account can be criticized for what environmental ethicists call “moral 
extentionalism” or “generalized egoism” (Callicott, 1989: 84–85). The two labels 
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single out a typical procedure of modern ethical thinking: Moral consideration (and 
in Jonas’ case being, in the specific sense of being alive, with all that follows) is 
extended to nonhuman others in proportion to their identity with humans.

A problem with such an account of knowledge of others is the danger of reduc-
ing the other to the self, of dissolving difference in unity – or, in Adorno’s words, 
the danger of losing sight of “non-identity.”44 Thus, Jonas seems to be guilty of a 
“denial of difference,” similar to what other prominent environmental philosophers, 
such as Arne Næss, Tom Regan, and Paul Taylor, have also been criticized for 
(Plumwood, 1993: 165–189).

What Jonas does not do, in the quoted paragraphs, is to let experiences of like-
ness, the intertwining of identity and non-identity, be the basis for the recognition of 
nonhuman others. He relies too heavily on identity. Thus, he misses the opportunity 
to appreciate that the significant being of the other is not wholly transparent to the 
self, and that the self does not have the sole power to predict, influence, or transform 
the other, but that the other can also exceed, influence, or transform the self in unex-
pected ways.45 In short, a more detailed analysis of the specific, concrete, living, 
mediating other as it is perceived in encounters is missing in Jonas’ account.46

8 � Conclusion

We have purported to provide a critical overview of Jonas’ case for natural purpose 
through a reconstruction of five arguments from his works. Drawing on sources 
beyond the most-cited passages from The Phenomenon of Life, we have shown how 
Jonas’ philosophy contains resources both for responding to his critics and for illu-
minating lesser-known aspects of a problem that is very much alive in the enactivist 
context. Through our investigation of Jonas’ ideas, we have shown how the reality of 
natural purpose can be motivated from a variety of perspectives: First, how the dis-
covery that the anti-teleological core of much natural science is primarily methodo-
logical allows for the possibility of purpose in nature; second, how the performative 
self-contradiction involved in rejecting the reality of purpose is evidence of the real-
ity of teleology at least in the case of humans; third, how the fact of evolution makes 
human exceptionalism prima facie implausible; and last, how Jonas makes the pos-
itive case for immanent teleology in nonhuman organisms through his existential 

44  In this context, this is a problem for the justification of Jonas’ view on the purposiveness of individual 
nonhuman organisms. Further, it leads to a lacking description of organic being in general, because rela-
tions between differentiated organisms are left out. Jonas does not mention reproductive (sexual) rela-
tions, symbiotic relations, nor relations between parent and offspring (Kass, 1995: 458; Hösle, 2001; 
Pommier, 2017).
45  Such a view on encounters with nonhuman others is presented by Freya Mathews (Mathews, 2003: 
78).
46  Every time the word “otherness” is mentioned in The Phenomenon of Life, it refers to the otherness 
of the world in general, in dialectical opposition to the organism. This is an important point in itself, but 
this concept of otherness is not sufficiently differentiated. It does not account for the specific otherness of 
living others, of organisms.
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interpretation of metabolism and how he anchors the “evidence” of nonhuman pur-
posiveness in concrete encounters with living organisms.

Although there is plenty of room for further discussion about the arguments Jonas 
proposes, and although enactivism has moved beyond Jonas in several respects, we 
hope to have shown that he still provides insights that are relevant to enactivism. 
However, we do not claim that Jonas’ position is without difficulties. Thus, our final 
point was that Jonas’ account is guilty of a “denial of difference” in nonhuman oth-
ers, granting them purposiveness only to the extent that human traits can be identi-
fied in them. By drawing attention to these challenges faced by Jonas, we hope to 
have illuminated some possible pitfalls for the enactive account of normativity in 
nature. We also hope to have shown, pace the critics of the “Jonasian turn,” a more 
nuanced version of Jonas’ position. We would even dare to suggest that Jonas’ writ-
ings on concrete encounters as a non-anthropomorphic ground for ascribing teleol-
ogy to nonhuman organisms should be further explored by enactivism as a resource 
for defending against those skeptical of its normative turn.
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