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General Preface to The passion of life
Life, logic, ethics

Life can be looked at from many different standpoints, but perhaps the most
general precept that will not bias the investigation in any particular direction
is the following: life requires distance. All living beings are separated and yet
connected to their environment by a semi-permeable membrane that
differentiates their inside from the outside and therefore posits a distance
between the two. The separation must be constantly maintained and worked
at, because all physical structures are subject to entropy and tend to dissolve
into homogeneity. Difference and separation require constant work, which
is why life is always temporally bound by the efficacy of the processes
allowing a living being to regenerate its internal structure on the basis of the
material it can fetch from the external environment. Life ends precisely when
that distinction can no longer be maintained and the distance shrinks to
nothing.

There are a couple of important consequences that follow from this
insight. First, separation is the opposite of isolation. It may be trivial to point
it out, but living beings require an environment and a set of processes to
interact with it, and any discussion of life that does not start from its
essentially relational character (its “embeddedness,” as some philosophers
would say) is not going very far. A living being’s environment, to put it more
strongly, is not simply its physical and biological background. On the
contrary, it is the space within which and outside of which a living being
carries on. The two seemingly contradictory conditions are meant to stress
that while life obviously requires all kind of sustenance from its
surroundings, it can only exist when it constantly differentiates itself from it.
A pebble lying on a beach is not living, because the only result of its
interactions with wind and waves will be grains of sand—there may be a
physio-chemical separation between one pebble and the next, but there is no
biological one. As it rolls back and forth through the surf, the continuous
buffeting of physical forces on its surface will produce a constant entropic
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PHILOSOPHY’S ENDS

degradation by breaking chemical bonds and simplifying its crystal-like
structure. The clam stuck to a rock on the same beach, the strand of kelp
waving in the sea, the diatom floating in it, on the other hand, are both
biologically and physically separated from wind, rock, and waves because
they can provisionally suspend entropic degradation and keep their
biological differentiated structures away from the ever-possible slide into
lifeless indifferentiation. Life is a relational phenomenon that requires the
living being to be constantly distancing itself from the surroundings—
neither isolating from, nor coinciding with it. While it needs an environment
for its metabolic processes of (differentiating) self-regeneration, it can never
be fully absorbed into it.

The second consequence may be less obvious. If a living being is tied to
its surroundings by the physico-chemical exchanges of energy and material
ensuring its survival, it follows that its relation to the environment will never
be neutral. It will always be defined by its own needs, on the one hand, and
by the environment’s affordances and pressures, on the other. Otherwise
put, a particular living being will always have a very specific view of its
environment that will be different from other species and even from other
conspecific individuals, if we allow for developmentally derived phenotypic
differences. As philosophers would say, a living being will always be
intentionally related to its environment: it will have a particular perspective
on it that is fully determined by its internal processes and yet not reducible
to it, because while a perspective governs how we see, it cannot determine
what will appear in its field. The world always appears obliquely, as it were,
slanted by life’s perspective.

Moreover, an organism’s intentionally oblique bind with the world is
never fixed, because the organism’s needs change as a function of its internal
processes and material exchanges. The environment changes as well thanks
to the physical and biological processes occurring outside the organism’s
purview. In brief, the intentional relation is intrinsically dynamic and subject
to temporal evolution. The distance between the living being and its
environment is a constantly renegotiated equilibrium—it is a dance where
the partners can never be too close or too far away, even though they never
stand on the same position on the dance floor. One could perhaps remark
that seeing the organism/environment relation as a dance is a rather
optimistic view that forgets the essential dimension of all dynamic relations:
the counter- and inter-acting forces keeping the dancers together through
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LIFE, LOGIC, ETHICS

their figurations could always fail and send one or both crashing to the floor
or into each other. To use the previous language, the dynamic distancing
equilibrium could always degenerate into separation or coincidence, in both
cases resulting in death. Organisms whose equilibrium is about to degrade
into these limit conditions would perhaps be considered to be teetering on
the brink of death—still living, they are actually just surviving. On the
contrary, we could say that the dynamic equilibrium is optimal when the
organism keeps itself at a constant distance from the environment,
interacting with it in such a way that it gets what it needs to constantly
recreate its own internal structures in the face of ever-changing internal and
external conditions challenging them (i.e. entropic decay). In this case the
organism would not be just living, but actually flourishing—its life would
and should be properly called a good life.

The immediate question that comes to mind is whether such optimal
equilibrium is possible—whether, in other words, organisms may flourish.
The question is not as silly as it may seem. It is obviously true, as a quick
glimpse around us would immediately confirm, that living organisms may
find themselves in all kinds of conditions. As I write these words in the
sweltering heat of a Texas summer, I witness fall options just outside my
window: the wilted leaves of the scrappy magnolia tree bravely surviving the
100F-plus degrees temperature face a happily flowering native Esperanza
bush, while the similarly native massive live oak that shades both carries
along, but it would obviously prefer lower temperatures and higher
hydration. My recently planted bottlebrush, on the other hand, stopped
longing for the moist, down under land it came from and called it a day
already—it has now transitioned into a repository of organic material for
happier organisms.

Yet, the existence of a random sample of plants in various states of well-
being does not really capture the sense of possibility we have in mind when
asking if it is really possible for an organism to flourish. Consider again the
life of the native Esperanza bush I just mentioned. Its blossoming being a
clear index of its good health, it is obviously possible for such a plant to thrive
in 105°F with almost no precipitation. But, we could ask, why is it thriving?
Is it just a random occurrence about this specific organism that makes it so
happy? In this case, its well-being would only be possible in a very abstract
sense: if it always depends on countless conditions specific to the individual,
its phenotype, and its developmental history as well its local environment,
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then we would rather say that its well-being is necessarily random, because it
does not follow any criteria. Yes, the Esperanza’s blossoming is possible—
indeed, itis a fact—but as it is impossible to determine the conditions under
which it is possible, its possibility fades into necessity: given a set of (possibly
very large) specific conditions, the organism will necessarily end up thriving,
or barely surviving, or actually dying. On the other hand, such a random
thriving is easily disconfirmed, since a fellow specimen located just a foot
away in the same flower bed is similarly enjoying itself under a profusion of
yellow trumpet flowers. This seems to indicate a lack of random, purely
contingent conditions: the Esperanza plants thrive, we would say, whenever
we place them in the environment in which they originally develop. To be
more precise, we would say that any given Esperanza plant would flourish
whenever it comes into being in the environment that its evolutionary
history has adapted it to.

This conclusion, however, does not bode well either for the fate of
possibility. If an organism’s well-being is completely determined by its DNA
plus a suitable environment, then we would rather say that its thriving is not
just possible, but necessary. Moreover, since the necessity of its well-being is
encoded in the organism’s DNA and in the external environmental
conditions, it is apparent that its well-being lies outside the organism’s own
standpoint—its own intentional relation to the world, to resort to the
philosophical terms introduced above, does not include well-being at all.
Hence, thriving is not truly possible because, properly speaking, it does not
even exist from the organism’s point of view. It is just a third-person assigned
label to a set of conditions that will always necessarily obtain or not obtain
(depending on the organism’s genetic code’s fit with the environment, or its
lack thereof).

As it turns out, asking whether a living being can possibly keep itself at an
optimal distance from the world—whether, in other words, it can possibly
live a good life—is not such a silly question. It is especially not trivial when
the question is asked from the organism’s standpoint—or rather, to account
for non-speaking beings, when the problem of keeping itself in the best
possible dynamic equilibrium with the world is articulated within the means
at an organism’s disposal, as differentiated as they may be. We do not need
organisms to be conscious or even self-conscious to admit that all living
beings deploy strategies of radically different kinds when interacting with the
environment. Some of them are simply geared to fetching nutrients and
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energy by well-established methods.! A Paramecium flagellate swimming in
its environment, for instance, will normally and quite happily swallow the
bacteria coming its way before proceeding to assimilate them into its own
body. Some behaviors, however, will not be directed at an immediate
material goal, but rather at changing how the food is found and are therefore
necessarily of the second order: they change how and when their usual
feeding and shelter-seeking strategies work. Neither bacteria nor Paramecia
floating around in the local pond do always keep swimming around in the
same immutable fashion with the same rhythm and velocity when food is not
coming in.> Mutatis mutandis, every other organism behaves the same. We
would be justified in calling this double take on the environment a “search
for the possibility of a good life,” because beyond an attempt at mere survival
it seeks to improve its chances—therefore seeking a good life.?

If we leave aside bacteria and paramecia and switch back to humans’ own
obliquely intentional perspective, we will soon realize that the quest we may
observe in other lives has a specific name in our own: we call it philosophy.

L ORDR D)

According to a long-standing tradition, philosophy is a preparation for
death.* It does not really matter if the meditation upon death exhorts us to
direct our gaze toward a world of incorruptible essences, or whether, as is
often the case nowadays, the acknowledgment of our fundamental finitude
becomes the ground for affirming their impossibility. In either case, the focus
of the seeker of wisdom’s life is, paradoxically enough, its negation. Death is
both the main concern of a philosopher’s life as well the subject of its
eventual accomplishment—her sophia, or sapientia.

There is another, minoritarian, tradition that refuses to take that
diversionary path and wants to put life itself square and center. The most
resolute advocate of this option—by no means the only one, though perhaps
the most eloquent—is Baruch Spinoza. Towards the end of the Ethics (part
IV, prop. 67), he states: “A free man thinks of nothing less than of death, and
his wisdom is a meditation on life, not on death.” The proof of the
proposition is very compact:

A free man, i.e., one who lives according to the dictate of reason alone, is
not led by Fear, but desires the good directly, i.e., acts, lives, and
preserves his being from the foundation of seeking his own advantage.
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And so he thinks of nothing less than of death. Instead his wisdom is a
meditation on life, g.e.d. (1985, 1, 584)°

Tending to nothing else than to preserve itself as well as it can, life—and
not necessarily the human kind, we could add, as just discussed—is driven by
passions and desires. In one of the supporting propositions (IV, 24), Spinoza
had argued that living beings’ cognitive functions—their ratio—helps them
choose how to direct desires toward appropriate objects, thereby achieving
pleasure and avoiding pain. Such direction is necessary, he had argued, because
the capacity a living being has to keep itself alive can always be surpassed by the
similar and yet greater capacities of some other creatures.” Life is in other words
marked by a lack, and more specifically by a relative lack: never completely self-
sufficient, always separate from its outside, it is once removed, as it were, from a
world populated by other, different, and more or less powerful lives. At the same
time, a living being is never fully integrated into its surroundings as a crystal, or
a cloud perhaps, are. We reach sapientia, or sophia when we learn how to cope
successfully with the unavoidably unstable world this double lack generates;
when we learn how to direct our desires and free ourselves from fear and, by the
same token, how to achieve freedom. Since we call philosophy the search for
sophia, it follows that, far from being a preparation for death, philosophy is a
meditation upon life. Wisdom itself, sapientia, as well as freedom itself, are
nothing but the correct use of our cognitive abilities in order to direct the desires
that our lacking nature produces toward goods that the preservation of our well-
being requires, therefore avoiding the fear that its loss would generate.

We can conclude from the previous argument that, formally speaking,
philosophy is as necessary to (human) life as feeding and sleeping. Indeed,
“philosophy” is the name humans have been giving to the search for (their
own) second-degree coping activities (to use the previous term) that every
living being necessarily deploys. It is simply the inquiry into the possibility of
a flourishing life.

L ORDR D)

I'said that the previous conclusion is purely formal, because it obviously tells
us nothing about its content. We may agree that philosophy is (humanly)
necessary and yet be completely unable to determine what the good life it
seeks actually comports, nor if it will ever succeed. Indeed, if questioning the
possibility of a good life is the one and only question philosophy has ever
asked, the widespread (and historically ever present) skepticism about its
possible success may suggest that the answer will never be found. Yet, I
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would argue that this still limited, purely formal conclusion is far from
useless, because it provides a concrete starting point toward an answer: it
entails that the quest for the possibility of a good life will necessarily be self-
reflective and that philosophy will always include an inquiry about its own
conditions of possibility.

A brief passage from Spinoza chosen among the many different options
in the Western canon that deal with philosophy’s goal, means, and methods
will make this clear. The Tractatus de intellectus emendatione opens with these
words:

After experience had taught me that all the things which regularly occur
in ordinary life are empty and futile, and I saw that all the things which
were the cause or object of my fear had nothing of good or bad in
themselves, except insofar as [my] mind was moved by them, I resolved
at last to try to find out whether there was anything which would be the
true good, capable of communicating itself, and which alone would
affect the mind, all others being rejected—whether there was something
which, once found and acquired, would continuously give me the
greatest joy, to eternity. (1985,1,7 §1 (IL,5)).

Undoubtedly, the theme of worldly contempt that Spinoza sketched in the
first few lines (de contemptu mundi), is a common motif in Western
philosophy. I could have chosen similar passages from Aristotle, Plato, or the
whole Stoic school, just to remain within the narrow boundaries of an ancient
tradition Spinoza knew well. But I find this formulation particularly clear,
because it highlights some aspects that are perhaps not so obvious in its
sources. In spite of the plain language, Spinoza’s text makes a number of very
specific claims about life and how it should be conducted. First of all, human
existence is characterized by fear, which is nothing other than the expectation
of the pain that an encounter with a potentially dangerous (“bad”) external
object may cause. Its absence is joy (laetitia)—which a good life would, if
possible, permanently enjoy (aeternum fruere laetitia). Experience teaches us
that objects are always good or bad as we relate to them, or, as Spinoza says, as
they affect us through the mediation of our cognitive faculties (“as our mind is
moved by them” (ab iis animus movebatur)). Rephrased in more
contemporary language, this means that life has a relational structure—or, as
I called it above, an intentionally oblique one—in which living beings
constantly interact with the world through more or less developed cognitive
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faculties that are constantly assessing whether those interactions will bring
about pain or pleasure, fear or joy. A good life obviously comports the
maximization of the latter, but the commonly accepted understanding of
which existential strategy is best suited to achieve that goal proves
unsatisfactory, Spinoza will say a few lines later. Wealth, socio-political honor,
or sensual satisfaction—the traditional markers for a life of happiness (divitias,
honorem, atque libidinem)—are as often the cause of pain as of pleasure, for a
number of intrinsic and extrinsic reasons. The satisfaction of libido is always
followed by tristitia, depression necessarily following the always provisional
fulfillment of an essentially incessant sensuous demand. The pursuit of riches
and honor, on the other hand, will end up in externally caused painful
frustration, because neither is a good in itself. Since both wealth and honor are
only valuable as means, their pursuers will be the happier the more of them
they possess. Spinoza remarks that these external conditions cause a never-
ending search for more wealth or more honor that is bound to be frustrated. It
does not matter if the pursuit has come to a temporary stop or to a ruinous
final end. In both cases the unsatisfied desire will again produce a deep tristitia.
Stable happiness (aeterna laetitia, that is) can only occur when the pleasure-
inducing object is worth in itself and stably acquired—it requires a supreme
good that can be enjoyed without being consumed.

Spinoza’s condemnation of worldly existential strategies and of the
fleeting nature of sensory pleasure is not particularly original. Just to remain
within the confines of the Western classic tradition, we find very similar
arguments in Plato (e.g. Rep., whose book IX deploys a similar strategy to
extol intellectual pleasures as the summum bonum), or in Aristotle (e.g., Eth.
Nich., whose book X defends the superiority of contemplation of
incorruptible essences over practical-ethical life). The Stoics insisted on this
point as well, and some commentators have advanced them as Spinoza’s
main inspiration in this context, perhaps through Seneca’s De vita beata, or
through the Stoic motives that had gained widespread currency since the
early Renaissance. The distinction between the stable enjoyment of
unchanging objects and the temporary use of a perishable good was also a
common place in Scholastic philosophy. Peter Lombard’s Sententiae—the
most widely used textbook in the School since the 13th century—used
Augustine’s classically-inspired distinction between goods that could be
enjoyed (fruendis) vs. goods that could (and should) only be used (utendis)
as the organizing principle of the whole science of theology.®
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However, Spinoza leverages these classic sources to proceed in a very
different direction, as is apparent if we connect his text to another, and much
closer source: The Dialogues on Love by Judah Abravanel (also known as
Leone Ebreo).” This true 16th century bestseller, which Spinoza had in his
personal library, had defined love as the desire to enter into a stable union
with the beloved object and had identified human happiness as the loving
relationship with the supreme good. I dialoghi’s main character, Filone,
argues that true love and hence true happiness include both spiritual and
physical union of the bodies. Yet, perfect (human) love is not reducible to
the latter and it does not constitute, in Augustinian terms, a misdirected,
hence perverted and evil form of enjoyment. Physical desire is an effect of
love and not the other way around, hence it will always be subordinate to it
and would never exist without it.!® Abravanel’s perfect form of love is closer
to a fully realized, perfectly stable dynamic equilibrium than to a mystical
ascension. And so is Spinoza’s, Iwould argue, as it becomes increasingly clear
when he leaves behind the well-trodden path of contemptu mundi, and he
switches gears to put all the emphasis on the possibility of finding happiness
as key to the search.

If the existence of never-ending laetitia is not assured, it follows that
determining how to find it is of the utmost importance. In other words, the
method of philosophy is as important as its content, for they are heuristically
and substantially implicating each other. On the one hand, devising the
correct method will help us find out what true happiness is, while trying to
determine what that content is will help us find the correct method. In these
opening lines of his early treatise, Spinoza is telling us that philosophy as a
path to the good life requires a reflection upon concepts which belong to
different orders. Some are first-order and are directly related to human life—
and not necessarily human, I would add. While the passions, fears, and joys
that he mentions having affected his mind belong to this order, the existence
of eternal truths about life, hence the very conceptions of truth and time, as
well as the effability of the latter, clearly belong to the meta-level. I may be
stressing the obvious if I insist that Spinoza declares the two levels strictly
related: thinking about the substantial concepts leads him to question the
more abstract ones, while dissecting the meta-concepts is only significant
when happiness is the reward.

Yet, the consequence may not be so trivial: the co-implication at the
content level entails that the actual path the philosopher must follow—her
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ars inveniendi, as it used to be called, or heuristics—must similarly proceed
on two fronts. Like a true craftsman whose planned artifacts require the
invention, construction, and constant refinement of her tools, the actual
philosopher who seeks wisdom will necessarily swing back and forth
between content and method while on the path to laetitia. The content/form
co-implication entails that it may be irrelevant where the search begins:
methodology will lead us to content, while devising content will lead us back
to method. We get an immediate confirmation of this strong co-implication
in Spinoza’s text a few lines after the previously quoted passage:

So I wondered whether perhaps it would be possible to reach my new
goal—or at least the certainty of attaining it—without changing the
conduct and plan of life which I shared with other men.

(1985,1,7,63 (1I,5))

However, if this were the case, if it were possible to deal with abstract
theoretical questions—“the certainty of attaining it”—without altering one’s
own life, then we would have definite proof that the two levels are fully
independent. That is not the case, Spinoza argues, because the very possibility
that the good life may exist will lead us to search for it and compel us to abandon
the commonly accepted values whose inevitable shortcomings are well-known,
as he had discussed already. Therefore, we face a choice between two kinds of
uncertainties, yet again belonging to two different yet strictly related logical
levels:

I first found that, if I devoted myself to this new plan of life, and gave up
the old, I would be giving up a good by its nature uncertain [ ... ] for one
uncertain not by its nature (for I was seeking a permanent good) but
only in respect to its attainment. (1985, 1, 8, §6 (IL6))

Several commentators have noticed that Spinoza’s argument entails that
the search for the good life needs a literal conversion, turning away from
common values to a new set of yet undetermined goals. This is certainly true,
and itis in keeping with the tradition of the schools, first and foremost the Stoics,
who had been insistent on understanding philosophy as a way of life. Yet,
Spinoza’s emphasis is very different from the traditional literature about
religious and/or mystical conversion. The latter stressed the need to abandon
worldly ways and to lead the mind toward an absolute, a supreme good, ora God
whose indeterminate, indeterminable, and ineffable character poses no obstacle
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to a seeker’s desire to join it in through the only authentic and only admissible
erotic act that would annul man in God." The traditional emphasis of both
Christian and pagan schools is on the journey’s destination, whose access to
rational understanding is often explicitly denied. Spinoza takes a very different
line. First, he comes back again, a few lines down, to the use/enjoyment
(uti/frui) distinction he had leveraged earlier to chastise the search for wealth,
pleasure, and honor, and points out that there is nothing wrong in pursuing
them as means and not as ends. A necessarily limited and moderate pursuit is
necessary for the attainment of a truly good life, and he quickly sets aside the
option of turning the contempt of the immanent world into a union with a
transcendent unknowable entity.'”” He does briefly notice that it might be
possible to reach the highest good and mentions some of the prerequisites that
may be needed to achieve that goal (e.g, thorough knowledge of nature, an
equal-opportunity society, good educational, health, and technological
systems), but his attention switches almost immediately from the destination—
the supreme good—to the features of the path that may lead him there (1985,
1,10-11; 11, 8, 13-15).
Where to begin, Spinoza asks? He has no doubts:

I come now to what must be done first, before all else: emending the
intellect and rendering it capable of understanding things in the way the
attainment of our end requires. To do this, the order we naturally have
requires me to survey here all the modes of perceiving which I have had
up to now for affirming or denying something without doubt, so that I
may choose the best of all, and at the same time begin to know my
powers and the nature that I desire to perfect. (1985, 1,12 (1L, 9, §18))

Undoubtedly the culminating point of the Tractatus’s introduction,
Spinoza’s conclusion comes as a bit of a surprise to its readers. Having
opened the book with a discussion about the existential necessity to find a
good, stable life of joy, Spinoza turns that demand into the necessity to study
all the modes of perception (omnes modos percipiendi) and the nature of truth
and falsity (ad aliquid indubie affirmandum vel negandum). After this
programmatic declaration, the Tractatus indeed switches gears and moves
into the detailed discussion of human cognitive functions, their relation to
the external world, their intrinsic features as well as the modes of their
possible failure. The moral perspective, or rather the quest for a vita beata, is
no longer touched upon. An existential quest for laetitia turns into an
epistemological dissection of the most abstract kind: ethics, to put it briefly,
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gives birth to logic, and logic, once accomplished, will deliver the sought-
after ethics.

O WO WO

Some scholars consider this logical-ethical pas de deux the trademark of
Spinoza’s philosophy, or perhaps, the characteristic feature of the philosophical
production of a century, the 17th, that strongly believed in reason and saw no
shortage, from Bacon to Descartes, from Spinoza to Leibniz and Locke, of
methods for the education, correction, and proper usage of the human mind. In
his commentary to the Treatise, Alexandre Koyré actually narrows the historical
relevance of this approach even further. Widespread as the efforts to “purify” the
reason were in the 17th century, he remarks, no procedure could be more
Spinozian than starting a logical treatise with a moral exhortation, since for him
“logic is just an introduction to ethics” (1979, 97). But Koyré’s claim must be
taken as hyperbole: if making logic “an introduction to ethics” is a quintessential
Spinozian move, it is just because Spinoza may have been better than anyone
else in the Western canon at placing out front the conception of philosophy that
all its members share even when they don’t wear it on their sleeves. The
metaphysics of ideas, undoubtedly one of the first fully developed Western
logical theories, is reached via a discussion of how to live a good life, or rather a
“just” life at ease with oneself and fellow human beings. Plato’s itinerary is not
so different from Spinoza’s after all, even though Republic’s Socrates, unlike the
fictional protagonist of the Tractatus, is able to complete the return leg of the
ethical-logical journey out of the cave and instruct his fellow human beings
about the life of justice.

The reverse path through the logical/ethical circle is perhaps less
common, but by no means rare. The best-known example may be Kant’s
own itinerary as he moves from the analysis of perception and the inquiry
into the possibility of unequivocally true propositions in the first Critique to
the determination of the truth of the categorical imperative—perhaps the
only proposition whose truth value Kant really cared about—in the
Groundwork and later in the second Critique. In this respect, Husserl’s
intellectual development acquires an even greater paradigmatic value: a
mathematician whose first work was devoted to the analysis of the concept
of number went on to produce very influential and overly abstract works on
the foundation oflogic, then on the foundation of philosophical method. His
last works, though, were concerned with the ethico-political situation of
Europe between WWI and WWII, about the ideal life that could be lived,
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and about the failure of European society to actually produce the appropriate
condition for human flourishing. Some of his followers were quick to use
phenomenological analysis to target the ethico-political domain directly, i.e.
the determination of the “good” or authentic life (e.g,, Max Scheler and
Martin Heidegger, among other contemporary Germans). Many more
examples could be provided, from the neo-positivist marriage of logic
analysis to social consciousness in Paul Natorp and (especially, but not only)
Hermann Cohen to, more generally, the whole neo-Kantian movement at
the turn of the 19th/20th century.

My goal in this brief discussion of the opening salvo in the Tractatus de
intellectus emendatione shows that, contra Koyré, Spinoza’s procedure is
possibly the least Spinozian move he may have taken. In broad agreement
with much if not the whole canon of Western philosophy from its origins
onward, Spinoza shows that the discussion of the conditions of possibility of
philosophy leads directly into the answer to the philosophical question
about the good life. In other words, the discussion of logic—broadly
understood as the possibility and feasibility of gaining the stable, fear-free
relationship with the world that laetitia denotes—brings us directly to that
ethics that is and has always been philosophy’s logical and existential point of
departure, even when it is not its narrative start. To put it briefly, Spinoza
shows us clearly how philosophy always includes a meta-reflection about
itself and its own possibility: the question about what a good life is and how
it may be achieved can only be answered by an inquiry into the basic
concepts that such answer would necessarily have to rely upon.

This conclusion has some relevant consequences for philosophical
communication as well. The co-implication between the two levels—the
logical meta-analysis of form and the ethical discussion of substance—
means that the starting point of a book of philosophy is largely immaterial. A
thorough reflection upon the good life will end up having to discuss the
general framework of the question, while even the most abstract discussions
of the most sophisticated logical concepts will end up producing very
“practical” normative-inducing statement about what a good life is and how
it should be lived. This book takes the second path: it starts from the end of
philosophy, the analysis of its own conditions of possibility, in order to reach
some conclusions about “the good life,” that, in the author’s opinion, are a
direct consequence of that very abstract discussion.

The present volume, Philosophy’s ends, explores the relationship
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between the end of philosophy and the concepts of game and play that have
very often been associated with it. The book highlights the necessary
connection between philosophy and play while, at the same time, pointing
out the connection between play, passions, and passivity that, in my view,
have been critically unexplored. I show that a play-based conception of life
turns into a self-defeating contradiction, unless we stop considering passivity
as the mirror image of activity. A close reading of classical and contemporary
philosophical sources allow me to provide an alternative formulation of
passivity and to brings forth its connection with contingency.

The second volume, Life, described, shows that the possibility of a
comprehensive account of life will have to point toward an examination of
contingent life, before trying to bring it together with the dimension of
passivity. I argue that a conception of contingent, passive, content-rich,
partially functioning, and biologically compatible drives developed
according to the homeostatic model found in W. R. Ashby as well as in the
psychoanalytic tradition provide the account I was looking for.

The account I offer in the first two volumes is a detached, third-person
theory that, while necessary for any philosophical understanding of life, does
not offer a thick, first-person description (in Clifford Geertz’s sense). The
third and last volume, Life, lived, looks in this direction, first from an
individual, self-centered perspective, and then from a more social-political
standpoint.

Notes

1. The implicit reference of my ascription of a search for a good life (or eudaimonia,
according to traditional terminology) to microbial beings is the “biogenic approach
to basal cognition” that has been developed since the early 2000s. Pamela Lyon, one
of its best-known advocates, defines basal cognition as “the complex of sensory and
other information-processing mechanisms an organism has for becoming familiar,
valuing, and interacting with features of its environment in order to meet existential
needs, the most basic of which are survival/persistence, growth/thriving, and
reproduction” (2022, 610-11). Lyon (2006) developed the biogenic approach to
cognition on the basis of theoretical work by the early 20th century biologist Jakob
von Uexkiill, and later expanded by researchers such as Konrad Lorenz, James
Gibson, Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (authors I will discuss later in
chapter 1). Lyon successfully integrated these earlier theoretical approaches with
the 1960s technical investigations on the behavior of E. coli and other bacterium
species by Julius Adler (1966), Howard Berg (1972) and Daniel Koshland Jr.
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(1977). See the special thematic issues on basal cognition of the Philosophical
Transactions in Biology of the Royal Society (Lyon et al., 2021).

It may seem odd to marshal evidence from the biological cognition field in
support of the view of life centered around passions and affects that I have been
introducing and will defend in detail in this book. One may take “cognition” as a
near synonym of “thought,” or perhaps even of “rational, rule-based behavior.”
“Cognition” would thus be the antagonist to the passions, affects, and emotions that
are often taken to be an obstacle to it, as they cloud dispassionate thinking and
preclude clear assessments of means and ends. It would be quite peculiar to claim
that bacteria’s newly discovered capacity for a creative, non-instinct-based
cognition (in other words, their capacity to think) supports the passion-based (or
drive-based) anti-cognitive approach that will be the subject of extensive discussions
in later chapters.

However, the contradiction is only apparent, for it comes down to a
terminological issue motivated by the location of the authors in their respective
fields. It is true that the overall goal of the biogenic approach to basal cognition is to
extend psychology’s “cognitive revolution” downward on the biological complexity
scale by embracing an evolutionary perspective. But the biogenic approach needs to
stress the cognitive aspect as the basis of behavior in order to counter the
psychological approach that reduced all forms of behavior to mechanical, fixed, and
hard-coded stimulus/responses pairs. In other words, the advocation of biological
“cognition” stands for an “anti-behaviorist,” sophisticated, non-mechanical (non-
“linear summations of stimuli,” as they put it) approach to biological behavior. The
“cognitivism” that Lyon and colleagues promote is a tool deployed against
behaviorism. In brief, it is very different from the cognitivism that the embedded/
embodied cognition approach historically best exemplified by Humberto Maturana
and Francisco Varela fought against. This interpretation is confirmed by the fact
that Lyon (2022) lists Maturana, whose work is one of the main references of the
anti-cognitivist movement, among the immediate forefathers of the basal cognition

field.

2. On the sophistication of Paramecium’s behavior, see the comprehensive
collection edited by Hans-Dieter Gortz (1988), and especially Houten and
Preston’s discussion of the organism’s strategical use of rotational and speed
changes to track its food supply via chemotaxis on its prey’s dejections, a behavior
made even more sophisticated by its necessary coordination with simultaneously
occurring thermotaxis and obstacle avoidance (Machemer, 1988). The earlier
monograph by Wichterman (1986) provides an historically rich overall survey of
the field.

3. Although Lyon does not stress it, the “basic cognition toolkit” that she ascribes to
every living being from bacteria to humans includes first order tools such as sensing
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and perception (i.e., “The capacity to sense and recognize (re-cognize) existentially
salient features of the surrounding milieu”) and valence (i.e. “The capacity of an
organism to assign a value to the summary of information about its surroundings at
a given moment, relative to its own current state”), alongside some obviously
second-order capacities such as learning (“The capacity to adapt behavior according
to past experience, enabling a faster response time”), anticipation (“The capacity to
predict what is likely to happen next based on an early stimulus”), and signal
integration (“The capacity to combine information from multiple sources, because
all organisms appear to sense more than one thing, and some bacterial species are
equipped to sense dozens of different states of affairs”) (Lyon, 2015; Lyon et al,,
2021). It is this distinction that, to stress the point once again, turns “bacterial
eudaimonia” from a seeming oxymoron into a meaningful and scientifically useful
expression.

4. Plato, Phaedo: “In fact, Simmias, he said, those who practice philosophy in the
right way are in training for dying and they fear death least of all men” (1997, 59
(67e)). Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations from Plato are from John
Cooper’s Hackett edition of the complete works, even when only the traditional
Stephanus pagination is provided.

5. “Homo liber de nulla re minus, quam de morte cogitat, et ejus sapientia non mortis, sed
vitae meditatio est” (2010-2011, 1526).

6. “Homo liber, hoc est, qui ex solo rationis dictamine vivit, mortis Metu non ducitur
(per Prop. 63, huius); sed bonum directe cupit (per Coroll. ejusdem Prop.), hoc est
(per Prop 24, huius), agere, vivere, suum esse conservare ex fundamento proprium
utile quaerendi; atque adeo nihil minus, quam de morte cogitat, sed ejus sapientia
vitae est meditatio. Q. E. D.” (2010-2011, 1528).

7. As the only axiom of part IV recites, “There is in Nature no individual thing that
is not surpassed in strength and power by some other thing. Whatsoever thing there
is, there is another more powerful by which the said thing can be destroyed” (2002,
323). (“AXIOMA Nulla res singularis in rerum natura datur, qua potentior, &
fortior non detur alia. Sed quacunque data datur alia potentior, a qua illa data potest
destrui” (2010-2011, 1438)). This is the only self-evident fact Spinoza requires for
his theory.

8. The so-called uti/frui distinction—itself deeply in debt to the Platonic discussion
of perishable vs. imperishable goods—has generated numerous controversies,
because Augustine (and Peter Lombard in his wake) holds that only God (or rather
the Trinity) can be a proper object of enjoyment, and therefore only God can be
loved, while all other beings, including our fellow human beings, can only be used
(De doct. Christ. 1,4-5,22; Sent. 1,1-3). This seems to entail that true love must never
be directed to another person, since they may only have value as they get us closer
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to God and never in themselves (Cum autem homine in deo frueris, deo potius quam
homine frueris). Pace Kant, it seems Augustine values human beings only as means
and never as ends (as Hannah Arendt and Anders Nygren argued, among others).
Indeed, following the Kantian imperative would be the root of every human
perversion because it would command us to enjoy what should only be used, as
Augustine says in div. Quaest., 30 (2010, 56), and also Civ. Dei, XV, 7: “For the good
make use of this world in order to enjoy God; but the evil, by contrast, wish to make
use of God in order to enjoy this world (Boni quippe ad hoc utuntur mundo, ut
fruantur Deo; mali autem contra ut fruantur mundo uti volunt Deo)” (1998, 644). It
follows that earthly love of another person would be instrumental to a mystical
ascension into God, a truly Bonaventurian itinerarium mentis in Deum that forgoes
the body and its sensual pleasures and is actively sought for yet never fully realized
in the earthly domain. It may ultimately be achieved only in God’s direct presence.

9.Judah ben Isaac Abravanel was the son of Isaac Abravanel, the heir to a family that
had distinguished itself in Iberian politics since the 14th century. His father had
become a treasurer of the Kingdom of Portugal and, later, a finance minister of the
kingdom of Castile. Isaac Abravanel was also a scholar and the author of several
commentaries on biblical texts that showed his familiarity with the medieval
Aristotelianism advocated by Maimonides as well as with the thought of Averroes
and the other thinkers in the Arab and Judaic tradition. After Ferdinand of Aragon
expelled all the Jews from the unified kingdoms of Aragon and Castile and Leén in
1492, Isaac had to leave the Iberian peninsula and fled to Naples, as Spinoza’s family
would have to do a few decades later when they left Portugal for Amsterdam. Isaac’s
son Judah, who was already a respected physician in the service of Ferdinand and
Isabella, continued in his profession on the Italian peninsula. The ever-changing
political circumstances and the increasing hostility against Jews forced the
Abravanel’s to change residence often. Judah is known to have lived and worked in
Naples, Genoa, Venice, Ferrara and Pesaro (possibly), before returning to Naples,
until he eventually made his way to Rome, where he died around 1530.

The Dialogues of Love were originally published in Italian as I dialoghi dell’ amore
in 1535, with Leone Ebreo—Judah Abravanel’s chosen pen name since his years in
Spain—as their author. We don’t know if they were originally written in Italian,
Hebrew, Latin, Spanish, or in some other Neo-Latin language, but we know that the
book became a big hit in several European languages and made a profound
impression on a culture that had just rediscovered Plato’s dialogues thanks to
Marsilio Ficino’s Latin translations. The Dialoghi were reprinted at least 24 times in
the 16th century and by 1660 had been translated into French, Latin, Spanish and
Hebrew.

10. In book 1, for instance, Abravanel’s Dialogues’ protagonist, Filone, opposes
purely sensual and therefore imperfect love generated by a physical attraction that
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will necessarily cease once it has been satisfied to a higher and perfect form of love:
“But for the other kind of love, love generates desire of the beloved, instead of being
generated by desire or appetite. On the contrary, when we first love perfectly, the
strength of that love makes us desire spiritual and bodily union with the beloved.
Thus, the first kind of love is the offspring of desire, while the second is the true
father and true engine of desire. When this love fulfills its desire, it does not cease,
even though the desire and appetite end. In fact, the removal of an effect does not
provoke the removal of its cause (Ma l'altro amore ¢ quello che di esso ¢ generato il
desiderio de la persona amata, e non del desiderio o appetito; anzi, amando prima
perfettamente, la forza de U'amore fa desiderare I'unione spirituale e corporale con la
persona amata: si che, come il primo amore éfigliuolo del desiderio, cosi questo gli é padre
e vero generatore. E questo amore quando ottiene quello che desidera, 'amore non cessa,
se ben cessa l'appetito e desiderio; perché, levato U'effetto, non per quello si leva la causa)”
(2009; 2008, 65).

11. As Bonaventure’s main mystical treatise proclaims from its title—Itinerarium
mentis in Deo—meditation and contemplation are techniques the self deploys to
travel away from this world toward the ultimate communion with the transcendent
entity. The itinerary begins with marveling (thaumazein) at the splendors of the
created world and necessarily leads to give praise to God before ending in a
conversion to first principles: “Any person who is not illumined by such great
splendors in created things is blind. Anyone who is not awakened by such great
outcries is deaf. Anyone who is not led from such effects to give praise to God is
mute. Anyone who does not turn to the First Principle as a result of such signs is a
fool (Qui igitur tantis rerum creaturarum splendoribus non illustratur caecus est; qui
tantis clamoribus non evigilat surdus est; qui ex omnibus his effectibus Deum non laudat
mutus est; qui ex tantis indiciis primum principium non advertit stultus est)”
(Bonaventura, 2002, 1, 15).

Augustine speaks of man’s “deification” in the treatises on the first of John’s
Epistles, a work extensively commented upon by Hannah Arendt (1988): “Each
person is as his love. Do you love the earth? You will be earth. Do you love God?
What shall I say? Listen to Scripture, for I dare not say this on my own: You are Gods
and sons and daughters of the most high, all of you. If you want to be Gods and children
of the most high, do not love the world and what lies in the world. There is no divine
charity in those who love the world, because everything in the world is carnal desire, lust
of the eyes, and worldly ambition, which do not come from the father but from the world:
that is, from the human desire of the world. As the world perishes so do its desires, but
those who do God ’s will persist in eternity, as God lasts eternally (quia talis est quisque,
qualis eius dilectio est. Terram diligis? Terra eris. Deum diligis? Quid dicam? Deus eris?
Non audeo dicere ex me, Scripturas audiamus: Ego dixi: dii estis, et filii altissimi omnes
(Psal, LXXXI, 6). Si ergo vultis esse dii et filii Altissimi, nolite diligere mundum, nec
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ea que sunt in mundo. Si quis dilexerit mundum, non est charitas Patris in illo. Quia
omnia que sunt in mundo, desiderium carnis est, et desiderium oculorum, et
ambitio seculi, que non est ex Patre, sed ex mundo: id est, ab hominibus dilectoribus
mundi. Et mundus transit, et desideria ejus: qui autem facit voluntatem Dei, manet in
eternum, sicut et Deus manet in eternum)” (1864, 11, 14, 1997).

12. As Spinoza puts it, “the acquisition of money, sensual pleasure, and esteem are
only obstacles so long as they are sought for their own sakes, and not as means to
other things. But if they are sought as means, then they will have a limit, and will not
be obstacles at all. On the contrary, they will be of great use in attaining the end on
account of which they are sought, as we shall show in its place (vidi nummorum
acquisitionem, aut libidinem, et gloriam tamdiu obesse, quamdiu propter se, et non
tamquam media at alia quaerentur; si vero tamquam media quaeruntur, modus tunc
habebunt, et minime oberunt; sed contra ad finem, propter quem quaeruntur, multum
conducent, ut suo loco ostendemus)” (1985, 1,10 (11, 8, §11)).
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