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1. Introduction

Hans Jonas’ reflections on ethics exhibit the philosopher’s advocacy 
of conservation, especially of the natural and living environment. It is 
indeed undeniable that the author of The Imperative of Responsibility 
reminds us of the importance of the “core phenomenon of our humanity, 
which is to be preserved in its integrity at all costs,” and that the care 
for the future of humankind “must obviously include care for the future 
of all nature on this planet as a necessary condition of man’s own.”1 The 
principal aim of this article is to underline that, according to Jonas, 
the accomplishment of these tasks entails preserving and keeping 
a particular “quality” of terrestrial life, related to its teleological 
dynamism and the possibility of its future development. Indeed, Jonas 
refuses to countenance what he considers the deterioration or loss of 
life’s higher potential.

Understanding the full meaning of this statement entails taking a 
closer look at Jonas’ overall inquiry into life. We shall therefore try to 
present a comprehensive interpretation of Jonas’ “philosophical biology.”2 
In particular, our aim is to show that his philosophical account of life pivots 
on the dialectical dynamic of self-preservation, which entails both self-
maintenance and self-alteration. According to Jonas, this twofoldness 
is at the core of life’s teleological dynamics of transcendence beyond 
a given state of things. At the human level, the dialectics of life gains 
ethical relevance and is expressed through the dynamic relationship 
between Dasein (“existence”) and Sosein (“condition”) (IR 40).3

To achieve these goals, we will do the following: First, we aim to 
demonstrate—while foregoing an extensive analysis of the topic—the 
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relevance of the notions of Dasein and Sosein to Jonas’ anthropological 
and ethical reflections (§2). Secondly, we will inquire into the elaborate 
relationship between Jonas’ anthropology and his philosophical biology 
to lay out, on the one hand, the extent to which the dialectics of self-
preservation applies to life as such and, on the other hand, how human 
beings rely on the duality that characterizes the phenomenon of life 
(§3). Finally, we will return to anthropology in order to further specify 
what makes human beings different from other forms of organic life (§4).

2. The Duty to Preserve Human Dasein and Sosein

Among critical appraisals of Jonas’ thinking, one of the most insightful 
was published in 1991 by Paul Ricœur under the title “La responsabilité 
et la fragilité de la vie: Éthique et philosophie de la biologie chez Hans 
Jonas.”4 Toward the end of his article, Ricœur expresses a doubt regarding 
Jonas’ proposal: “[the] philosophy of biology cannot provide a sufficient 
foundation” for ethics (EPJ 216). Ricœur remarks that the ethical duty to 
defend “the future existence of humanity as a precondition for the proper 
exercise of responsibility” ought not be concerned with its biological 
survival alone but also with “the authentically human aspect of the life 
that has to be protected” (ibid.). He concludes: “Indeed, what the new 
imperative demands is not only that human beings should exist after 
us but precisely that these are humans in accordance with the very idea 
of humankind” (EPJ 216–7). In other words, according to Ricœur, the 
sole contribution of philosophy of biology to ethics is that it shows that 
life is interested in its own self-continuation. Other ethically relevant 
and specifically human features, however, such as striving for the good, 
the advancement of human dignity, and the quest for responsibility 
require more than just a philosophical-biological foundation since they 
ultimately revolve around a different kind of claim.5

What we would like to discuss here is not whether the philosophy 
of biology is sufficient to ground ethics (this would surely exceed the 
scope of our article) but whether the achievement of Jonas’ inquiry into 
the meaning of life and its ethical relevance is restricted to pointing 
out that life is to be understood merely in terms of homeostatic self-
preservation. We argue that this is not the case, since, as we shall 
see in the next section, according to Jonas, any form of organic life 
manifests more than a mere tendency to preserve itself unaltered 
and should be understood as an open dynamic of self-transcendence. 
However, before carrying out a critical and detailed interpretation of 
Jonas’ philosophical-biological works, let us briefly recall how the topic 
of “self-preservation” applies to Jonas’ ethics.
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It is well known that The Imperative of Responsibility deals with threats 
related to present-day technological developments. Jonas enunciates the 
core thesis of his book at its very outset:

The irresistibly unbound Prometheus, supplied by science with unheard-
of powers and by economics with an incessant impulse, calls for an 
ethics that, through self-restriction, prevents technological power’s 
becoming a sorry fate for human beings. The persuasion that the 
promises of modern technology have turned into a threat, or that 
the latter has indissolubly joined those promises, is the opening 
thesis of this book. (PV 15; our trans.)6

Among the reasons for this threat, Jonas highlights the following 
circumstances:

Not counting the insanity of a sudden, suicidal atomic holocaust, 
which sane fear can avoid with relative ease, it is the slow, long-
term, cumulative—the peaceful and constructive use of worldwide 
technological power, a use in which all of us collaborate as captive 
beneficiaries through rising production, consumption, and sheer 
population growth—that poses threats much harder to counter. (IR ix)

For Jonas, what is really threatening in technology today is that 
troublesome results arise precisely from its ordinary employment on a 
massive scale. This generates cumulative and irreversible effects on the 
environment and biosphere. Moreover, thanks to modern technology 
the human being has become an object of technology itself (IR 18–21).7 
Technology has become the “calling” of humankind—that is, on the one 
hand, the employment of technology is unavoidable, while, on the other 
hand, it gives rise to crucial ethical issues (IR 9). Indeed, an undeniable 
fact has come to light:

The critical vulnerability of nature to man’s technological intervention—
unsuspected before it began to show itself in damage already done. 
This discovery . . . alters the very concept of ourselves as a causal 
agency in the larger scheme of things. It brings to light, through 
the effects, that the nature of human action has de facto changed, 
and that an object of an entirely new order—no less than the whole 
biosphere of the planet—has been added to what we must be 
responsible for because of our power over it. (IR 6–7)

What we wish to recall is that Jonas’ ethical inquiry into responsibility 
and its new dimensions is based on the “purposiveness” of life and on 
the related “ontological axiom,” and culminates in the formulation of an 
imperative.8 This imperative entails two main duties whose relationship 
has not yet been fully analyzed in the secondary literature on Jonas. 
The first states that we have “a duty toward the existence [Dasein] of 
future mankind” (PV 91; our trans.),9 since “the possibility of there 
being responsibility in the world, which is bound to the existence of 
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men, is of all objects of responsibility the first” (IR 99). In addition, a 
second duty has to be fulfilled: the “duty toward their [i.e., the future 
humankind’s] condition [Sosein], the quality of their life” (IR 40; PV 
91).10 Human Sosein is twofold. On the one hand, it refers to humanity’s 
capacity to accomplish its life in compliance with the “duty to be truly 
human” (IR 42). This is precisely what is currently at stake: Jonas 
writes that with “the alchemy of our ‘utopian’ technology,” we could 
possibly rob future human beings of their capacity to be truly human 
(ibid.). On the other hand, Sosein refers to the qualitative aspects of 
human life related to well-being, happiness, etc. (ibid.). According to 
Jonas, however, the first aspect of Sosein has ethical priority over the 
second, since the latter pertains to “specified duties toward the well-
being of future humans,” which are derivative of “our cardinal duty 
toward the future of humanity as such” (IR 42).

This leaves us with the question of the nature of the relationship between 
the two duties of the imperative, and thus between Dasein and Sosein. The 
answer to this question is also twofold. It is clear that there is a priority of 
the first duty over the second, since humankind’s duty to existence comes 
first and “this duty toward the quality of future life, provided it comes to 
it, stands itself under the condition of the aforementioned duty to ensure 
that there be future life and with it future subjects of possible rights” 
(IR 42). However, Jonas emphasizes that the imperative “that there be a 
mankind” (IR 43; PV 96) entails also an essential connection to the first 
aspect of Sosein, which concerns the preservation of the capacity of future 
mankind to fulfill the “duty to be truly human.” In other words, the object 
of this basic imperative, and thus of responsibility, is not specific human 
beings but the ontological “idea of Man, which is such that it demands the 
presence of its embodiment in the world” (IR 43). This recalls Ricœur’s 
“very idea of humankind” (EPJ 217) as well as Hannah Arendt’s “human 
condition.”11 So, according to Jonas, this ontological idea manifests an 
essential connection with Dasein and Sosein: 

Only the idea of Man, by telling us why there should be men, tells us 
also how they should be. . . . The categorical imperative commands 
only that there be human beings, with the accent equally on the that 
[Daß] and the what [Was] of obligatory existence. (IR 43; PV 97)

Nevertheless, given the current technological threat and the fact that, 
according to Jonas, “the prophecy of doom is to be given greater heed 
than the prophecy of bliss” (IR 31), human deeds ought to be primarily 
inspired by a provisional “emergency ethics” that is based on the duty to 
preserve the future of mankind:

Born of danger, its first urging is necessarily an ethics of preservation 
and prevention, not of progress and perfection. . . . What now matters 
most is not to perpetuate or bring about a particular image of man, but 
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first of all to keep open the horizon of possibilities which in the case 
of man is given with the existence of the species as such and—as we 
must hope from the promise of the imago Dei—will always offer a 
new chance to the human essence. This means that the “No to Not-
Being”—and first to that of man—is at this moment and for some 
time to come the primal mode in which an emergency ethics of the 
endangered future must translate into collective action the “Yes 
to Being” demanded of man by the totality of things. (IR 139–40)12

In terms of Dasein and Sosein, this means, given the current technological 
threat, that what is ethically imperative is not focusing on humankind’s 
well-being and happiness (the second meaning of Sosein) but ensuring 
the existence of humankind’s capacity to fulfill the duty to be truly 
human.13 As we shall see in §4, this entails restoring the dynamic 
meaning of the Dasein-Sosein relationship, including its teleological, 
eidetic, and reflective dimensions. This will thus involve a clarification 
as to why the ontological idea of human being entails preserving the 
possibility of further possibilities, rather than the sheer survival of a fixed 
essence, as some scholars argue.14 Moreover, the duty to ensure the future 
of humankind’s Dasein and Sosein also implies the inclusion of the organic 
world as a whole within the domain of responsibility. Human beings share 
a “solidarity of interest” with the organic world since the latter represents 
a necessary condition of human life (IR 136).

Despite the seeming resemblance to a utilitarian perspective, which 
is convinced of the mutual, clear-cut separability of Dasein and Sosein 
and relies on a dualistic hierarchy between nature and human beings, 
Jonas’ statements express something utterly different—namely the 
dynamic ontological relationship between nature and human beings, 
and between Dasein and Sosein (IR 137; PV 265–6). To understand 
this relationship and how human specificity relies on this ontological 
relationship, we first need to engage with Jonas’ phenomenology of 
life. More specifically, in §3, we will explain how organic life already 
reveals a peculiar dynamic of self-preservation, which is endowed with 
ontological relevance. We shall then return in §4 to the question of 
human specificity with the aim of delineating the senses in which it is 
and is not continuous with the basic pattern and dynamic of organic life.

3. The Living Being’s Dynamic of Self-Preservation

In line with his phenomenological background, Jonas knows that thoroughly 
understanding life requires a method of inquiry that is different from the 
dominant scientific and philosophical methods. Taking a methodological 
turn allows him to get to the essence of life. And that is precisely what 
Jonas aims for in dealing with the notion of “individuality” in an essay 
heprogrammatically entitled “Biological Foundations of Individuality.”15 
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Jonas expresses dissatisfaction with the two traditional ways of 
understanding individuality: on the one hand, with what might be called 
the external perspective, which states that matter and, consequently, 
space and time, are to be regarded as the principia individuationis; and, 
on the other hand, with the view that focuses on the individual’s own 
form or essence. He claims:

We are dissatisfied with both these traditional accounts of individuality 
. . . . In contradistinction I wish here to take a stand “within,” asking 
what it is to be an individual—for the individual itself; and I shall 
try to expound a concept which makes individuality the prerogative 
of a specific mode of existence and therefore the peculiarity of beings 
endowed with that mode of existing. (BFI 186–7)

As a result, Jonas reformulates the definition of individuality as follows:
Only those entities are individuals whose being is their own doing 
(and thus, in a sense, their task): entities, in other words, that are 
delivered up to their being for their being, so that their being is 
committed to them, and they are committed to keeping up this 
being by ever renewed acts of it. Entities, therefore, which in their 
being are exposed to the alternative of not-being as potentially 
imminent, and achieve being in answer to this constant imminence; 
entities, therefore, that are temporal in their innermost nature, 
that have being only by everbecoming, with each moment posing 
a new issue in their history; whose identity over time is thus, not 
the inert one of a permanent substratum, but the self-created one of 
continuous performance; entities, finally, whose difference from the 
other, from the rest of things, is not adventitious and indifferent to 
them, but a dynamic attribute of their being, in that the tension of 
this difference is the very medium of each one’s maintaining itself 
in its selfhood by standing off the other and communing with it at 
the same time. (BFI 187)

First of all, Jonas reframes the issue of individuality according to a 
methodology that highlights individuation as a continuous, dynamic, 
and, to some extent, paradoxical process—a process in which even 
the observer as such is involved. Then he delimits the boundaries of 
individuality by focusing on the organic phenomenon:

My contention will be that, on the evidence penetrable to us, the proposed 
conditions are exhibited by organisms and organisms only, but in some 
measure by all organisms: that they are integral to organic being as 
such; and that therefore the realm of individuality, in all its grades, 
is coextensive with the biological realm as a whole. The contention is, 
in brief, that individuality in any serious sense, and not the merely 
formal sense of numerical singularity, that is, individuality as a 
substantial quality, is an organic and only an organic phenomenon, 
and that for the organism it is an essential phenomenon. (Ibid.)



TIBALDEO & FROGNEUX/LIFE’S SELF-PRESERVATION IN JONAS

495

Hence Jonas’ phenomenological analysis shifts to ontology as he seeks 
to answer this question: What is the individuality of the living, that is, 
organic individual? Any living being, he states in The Phenomenon of 
Life, is characterized by an organic form, which “stands in a dialectical 
relation of needful freedom to matter” (PL 80). This “basic situation of 
freedom” (PL 83) relies on two dialectical features: (a) The dependence 
and, at the same time, “a certain independence of [organic] form with 
respect to its own matter”; and (b) the organism’s “emancipation 
from the type of fixed self-identity that is matter’s, to give scope to a 
different, viz., mediate and functional, kind of identity” (PL 81). This kind 
of identity “from moment to moment reasserts itself, achieves itself, and 
defies the equalizing forces of physical sameness all around, is truly 
pitted against the rest of things” (PL 83). In “Biological Foundations 
of Individuality,” Jonas explains further: “The exercise of the freedom 
which the living thing enjoys is rather a stern necessity. This necessity 
we call ‘need,’ which obtains only where existence is unassured and 
identity a continual task” (BFI 191).16 Why is this “needful freedom” 
endowed with ontological relevance? Exactly because it demonstrates 
what it means for a living organism to be an individual:

In short, the ontological individual requires, behind the continuity 
of form, internal identity as the subject of its existing in actu. Even 
“form” itself, i.e., the very structure dynamically securing its own 
preservation—and with it the whole fitness of organization to this 
effect, which formally is the vicious circle of a fitness to preserve 
fitness—must be deemed to be in the service of that self-related identity. 
 It is the aspect of “need” which gets us beyond the indifference 
of the mere form-matter relation. We said before that the “freedom” 
which the living, i.e., metabolizing, entity enjoys relative to matter 
is matched by the necessity to exercise that freedom. This necessity 
is its need, namely, the need for constant self-renewal, and thus 
need for the matter required in that renewal, and thus need for 
“world.” (BFI 194–5; for “ontological individual,” see also PL 79–80)

A first remark: the self-concern of the (organic) individual does not 
aim at maintaining itself unchanged. Quite the contrary: the organism 
achieves its identity through a continuous dynamic of renewal and change 
(metabolism). And secondly, the freedom of the individual needs the 
world to exist, persist, and renew itself.17 This means that the being and 
selfhood of the individual, “suspended in possibility, is to be actualized 
by the use of the world” (BFI 196). As a broader ontological result, the 
“basic situation of freedom” reveals “this polarity of self and world, of 
internal and external, complementing that of form and matter”—in a 
word, it is characterized by an oppositional and dialectical dynamic of 
individuation (PL 83).
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This dialectic reveals a complementary, integral feature of organic 
life, namely its “self-transcendence,” thanks to which life’s “self-
concern, active in the acquisition of new matter, is essential openness 
for the encounter of outer being” (PL 84) and thus “goes constantly 
beyond the given state of things. What, in its total effect, appears to 
be the maintaining of the given condition, is in fact achieved by way 
of a continuous moving beyond the given condition” (BFI 197). And 
indeed, according to Jonas, this “opening into an environment” and 
“having a world” carry the “promise of higher and more comprehensive 
stages” of life (PL 84).18 So what is envisaged here is Jonas’ persuasion 
that, thanks to self-transcendence, the organism’s striving for self-
preservation somehow leads beyond itself by opening up to evolution, 
which ultimately culminates in the human being.19 As we will see in the 
following pages, Jonas reaches this conclusion by extending the organic 
dynamics of self-transcendence to the overall phenomenon of life.

To sum up, Jonas’ philosophy of life focuses on three inseparable 
notions, namely matter, form, and dynamism. Nevertheless, we will 
proceed by examining form and dynamism separately. This will help us to 
understand why, according to Jonas, the self-preservation of life basically 
evidences a twofold, dialectical feature and a continuous striving toward 
renewal and self-transcendence. Although form is certainly not static 
since it entails the coexistence of self-maintenance and self-alteration, 
for the purpose of analysis it will be examined merely in terms of its 
independence, autonomy, and identity. As such, organic form has the 
following characteristics: First, the individual’s organic form perseveres 
both over and above and via the metabolic turnover. The organic form 
expresses the organism’s own, to use Ricœur’s expression, “sameness-
identity” (identité-mêmeté), which is achieved not in opposition to the 
metabolic exchange of matter but precisely because of that dynamism.20 
The objective, external aspect of this identity at the same time shows 
a subjective, internal dimension, which is endowed with self-interest 
and teleological relevance. Secondly, the organic form changes due to 
metabolism; any organic individual develops, grows, and ages, writes 
Jonas, in agreement with Aristotle’s notion of movement (PL 113).21 
Thirdly, the organic form manifests a certain degree of transindividual 
immutability and persistence, since individuals that belong to the same 
species maintain the same organic form from one generation to the next. 
Fourthly, life shows evidence of a variable plurality of organic forms as 
an ontological result of the active “self-transcendence,” “inwardness,” 
intensive “time-horizon opening,” and “finalism” of organic freedom 
(PL 84–6). Because of these features, every organic individual has a 
somewhat “expressive” and communicative nature (PL 85, 99–107).22 
According to Jonas, it is possible to give a more structured account of 



TIBALDEO & FROGNEUX/LIFE’S SELF-PRESERVATION IN JONAS

497

this plurality by assuming that organic form, that is, “individuality 
itself is something that can be present in greater or smaller measure” 
and, thus, a “scale along which should be found different degrees of 
individuality” (BFI 204). This is not only plausible but necessary for 
understanding the complexity and variety of life (PL 2).23

Let us now regard these meanings of organic form from the point of 
view of dynamism, which is key to Jonas’ overall account of life in terms 
of “freedom.” He argues, “already the primary level [of life], defined 
by metabolism as such, displays and offers to evolution for further 
elaboration” a certain number of attributes of the dynamics of freedom, 
which “belong to the essence of life” (PL 83). The dialectical aspect of 
this organic dynamic can be discerned in four moments.

In the first place, there is the dynamic thanks to which the individual 
preserves itself while constantly and actively rejecting death. On the 
basic level, the dialectical aspect of this dynamic 

shows in the terms of metabolism itself: denoting, on the side of 
freedom, a capacity of organic form, namely to change its matter, 
metabolism denotes equally the irremissible necessity for it to do 
so. Its “can” is a “must,” since its execution is identical with its 
being. (PL 83) 

In a word, life is the constant choice of itself, achieved through its 
own activity. Through this continual choice, life appreciates itself and 
disregards death. This is the first manifestation of purpose within 
being. Moreover, as we shall see, this metabolic dynamic is directly 
experienced by living beings as their task. Finally, this dynamic may 
be understood in terms of a movement of subjectification of the organic 
form in detaching itself from objectified matter.

The second moment concerns the dynamic of self-transcendence. To 
exist, the organic form “must have matter at its disposal, and it finds it 
outside itself, in the foreign ‘world’” (PL 84). As a result, “life is turned 
outward and toward the world in a peculiar relatedness of dependence 
and possibility . . . . [Its] self-concern, active in the acquisition of new 
matter, is essential openness for the encounter of outer being,” which 
Jonas calls the “self-transcendence of life” (ibid.). In his philosophical 
interpretation of life, he emphasizes that the dynamic of self-
transcendence always relies on metabolism (and “springs from the 
primary antinomy of freedom and necessity inherent in organism as 
such” [ibid.]), while at the same time showing that “freedom has taken 
possession of necessity and has overtaken it thanks to the possibility 
of having a world” (OF 163; PL omits these words). This fact carries 
the evolutive “promise of higher and more comprehensive stages” (PL 
84). Or, expressed in more dialectical terms: “Dependence refers to the 
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domain of its possible realizations and thus establishes intentionality 
as a basic feature of all life” (OF 164; PL omits these words).

Thirdly, there is the dynamic of “inwardness or subjectivity,” 
which is “involved in this transcendence, imbuing all the encounters 
occasioned in its horizon with the quality of felt selfhood, however faint 
its voice” (ibid.). In this sense, the self-concern and self-centeredness 
of the organism “at the same time [bridge] the qualitative gulf to the 
rest of things by selective modes of relation,” and this “restates in part 
what was said before about the self-transcendence of life” (ibid.). But 
there is an additional dialectical feature to be considered, namely the 
fact that “the open horizon means affectivity as well as spontaneity, 
outward exposure as well as outward reach: only by being sensitive 
can life be active” (PL 84–5). Most relevantly for our purposes, Jonas 
reaches the following conclusion, which clarifies another aspect of 
life’s teleological nature:

The primary solicitation of transcendence indeed issues from the 
organic want and is thus one with the commitment to activity: it 
is outgoing; but receptivity of sense for the incoming, this passive 
side of the same transcendence, enables life to be selective and 
“informed” instead of a blind dynamism. (PL 85)

Thus, the inwardness or subjectivity of life is at the origin of the 
fact that life is to be understood in terms of a dialectical dynamics 
of subjectification and objectification. On the one hand, it is due 
to “the isolation of the organic self” that “internal identity becomes 
the subject-pole of a communication with things” (ibid.), that is, with 
objective reality; on the other hand, subjectivity is always correlated 
with an objective body as its very condition.

Finally, the temporal dynamics of life adds an important dimension 
to the previous reflections on life’s transcendence, want, and relational 
horizon. Jonas states:

Self-concern, actuated by want, throws open as well a horizon of 
time that embraces, not outer presence, but inner imminence: the 
imminence of that future into which organic continuity is each 
moment about to extend by the satisfaction of that moment’s want. 
Thus life is facing forward as well as outward and extends “beyond” 
its own immediacy in both directions at once. (Ibid.)

So, in addition to the previous dynamic features, organic life also 
involves a dialectic related to time, which involves the dimensions of 
past and future. This takes place both on the individual level (the single 
organism) and on the collective level (every species and the relationship 
between species). What kind of relationship does Jonas envisage between 
the two? Given the self-transcendence of life, Jonas believes that “the 
anticipation [of] imminent future in appetition is more fundamental 
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than the retention of past in memory” (PL 86). He explains:
For absorption of the past into each emerging present, that is, 
“historicity” as such, even of the briefest span, is the prerequisite of 
duration. But future is the dominant time-horizon opening before the 
thrust of life, if concern is its primary principle of inwardness. (Ibid.) 

This openness characterizes not only metabolism and temporal 
exchanges of matter but also the organic form.

What do the above-mentioned dynamics have in common? First, each 
dynamic relies on a certain degree of dependence involving conjunctions 
of polar opposite concepts (organic form in relation to matter, the beyond 
in relation to here, self in relation to world, subjectivity in relation to 
objectivity, future in relation to past). Yet, due to the dialectical feature of 
those relationships, in each conjunction, a pole appears that is somehow 
endowed with an ontological primacy (i.e., organic form, transcendence, 
self, subjectivity, future—aspects yielding “the ontological concept of an 
individual as against a merely phenomenological one” [PL 79]) and as a 
result may be regarded as a particular facet of Jonas’ dialectical account 
of life. This ontological or dynamic primacy24 cannot be understood as 
a sheer result of dependence, nor can its meaning be simply reduced 
to dependence, even though its existence certainly relies on it (PL 80). 
Indeed, Jonas’ concluding remarks on the teleology of life appear to be 
consistent with this dynamic portrayal. He states:

This is the root of the teleological or finalistic nature of life: finalism is 
in the first place a dynamic character of a certain mode of existence, 
coincident with the freedom and identity of form in relation to 
matter, and only in the second place a fact of structure or physical 
organization, as exemplified in the relation of organic parts to the 
whole and in the functional fitness of organism generally. (PL 86)

The issue we would like to tackle now is the following: How do these 
dynamic and dialectical attributes related to the primary level of life, 
defined by metabolism, characterize the more complex levels of life? 
In what sense does the evolution of life fulfill the above-mentioned 
“promise of higher and more comprehensive stages” (PL 84) envisaged 
by the basic dynamic attributes of life? To answer these questions, we 
will outline three aspects of the dynamic of life for Jonas.

The first aspect concerns the evolutionary dynamics of life. On the one 
hand, different species share the same basic dynamic of life, while, on 
the other hand, they are characterized by a thorough discontinuity. So, 
in addition to the basic discontinuity of the organic individual as regards 
inorganic matter—“To be an individual means not-to-be-integrated with 
the world” (BFI 204)—life manifests a discontinuity of a different kind 
within its own domain because individuality is a matter of degree (ibid.). 
The discontinuity within organic life relies on dissimilarities in mediacy 
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and distance (BFI 204). These notions express a dialectical dynamic due 
to which life is free from matter (i.e., organic life entails a certain distance 
from matter), while at the same time paradoxically depending on it and in 
need of bridging the gap between self and world, that is, “between subject 
and object” (ibid.), to survive. Jonas holds that the disparate degrees of 
individuality rely on the specific means of survival developed by organic 
individuals to exist and cope with the dialectic of mediacy and distance. 
For instance, as regards animal life, Jonas states that:

The spatial gap between subject and object, which is provisionally 
spanned by perception, is at the same time the temporary gap 
between need and satisfaction that is provisionally spanned by 
emotion (desire) and practically overcome by motion. All three modes 
[perception, emotion, and motion] express the mediacy of animal 
being, or the split between self and world—a qualitative widening 
of the split which metabolism opened first, and which is thus at the 
root of life. The lesser integration of the animal into its environment 
as compared to the plant, of which these modes of mediacy bear 
witness, is a measure of its greater individuality. (Ibid.)

However, the point is that the evolutionary plurality of means of survival 
that life develops are but another essential feature of life’s own essence:

Because of the metabolizing mode of this identity, need is of its 
very essence and it is thus with it from the beginning. But the very 
means evolved to serve this need, such as perception, locomotion, 
desire, add new kinds of need to the basic, metabolic one—and 
therewith new kinds of satisfaction. This dialectic too is of the 
essence of life. (BFI 196; see also PL 90–1, 106)

As a result, Jonas reasserts, life is more than the willingness to persist 
unchanged, since it has an evolutionary tendency that involves a 
dialectic. This dialectic is an essential feature of life that subjects it to 
qualitative changes over time and differentiates between the various 
levels of organic existence:

Not duration as such, but “duration of what?” is the question. This 
is to say that such “means” of survival as perception and emotion 
are never to be judged as means merely, but also as qualities of the 
life to be preserved and therefore as aspects of the end. It is one of 
the paradoxes of life that it employs means which modify the end 
and themselves become part of it. (PL 106)25

“Freedom” and correlated “desire” are the concepts that Jonas employs 
to clarify this evolutionary dialectic, which also, as we shall see shortly, 
characterizes—albeit with a radical discontinuity—human beings. 
This dialectic ultimately leads to a broad, conjectural, metaphysical 
speculation concerning “cosmogonic eros” and its relationship with God 
and creation (OF 159–60).26
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The second aspect of the dynamic of life is the dynamic of individual 
development. Indeed, among the “developments of the element of 
‘transcendence’ . . . which is inherent in metabolizing existence,” 
are those related to “animal evolution as distinct from plant life” (PL 
100). Here, the basic continuity of life (relying on spatio-temporal 
“transcendence”) is complemented by a discontinuity stemming, on 
the one hand, from the freedom of the animal “to move about, and, to 
perceive at a distance” (ibid.), and, on the other hand, from a power 
developed by animal life, namely “emotion.” Emotion is related to 
“appetition” (PL 101), which refers to the dynamic that keeps the living 
individual alive and assures its “selfhood” (PL 107).27 As it happens, 
selfhood is a dynamic feature, since every living organism grows and 
changes over time but remains the same individual. This is of course 
true for any living organism. However, only more complex forms of life 
endowed with the freedom to move, perceive at a distance, and feel 
develop the “appetitive” (and ultimately “desiderative”) dynamic of 
selfhood inherent in metabolizing existence to its full extent.

The third aspect of the dynamic of life concerns the dynamic of 
individual centralization. This dynamic can be somehow understood 
as a corollary to the first aspect, the evolutionary dynamics of life. 
Let us recall that life employs means of survival, “which modify the 
end and themselves become part of it” (PL 106). In fact, Jonas thinks 
that life presents an evolutionary trend toward higher degrees of 
individualization, which support the tendency of organic unity to prevail 
over the multiplicity of its bodily parts. This unity, however, is essentially 
dynamic and dialectically dependent on its relationship to matter: “Unity 
here is self-unifying, by means of changing multiplicity” (PL 79).28

4. The Human Condition

Let us now examine the extent to which our earlier reflections on the 
dynamic and dialectical nature of life are relevant to the human being, who 
“remains part of the organic” (PL 1) while at the same time manifesting a 
tendency to utterly surpass nature.29 The aim of clarifying the relationship 
between the human being and life is indeed crucial to Jonas’ thinking, and 
is so for at least two reasons. The first is that modern western philosophy 
generally provides two unsatisfying, albeit opposing, answers, namely 
dualism (i.e., a human being is not an integral part of nature, since her 
specificity—“the human soul”—is ultimately incommensurable with 
anything in nature), and (postdualistic) monism (i.e., human specificity 
is ultimately reducible to something biological) (PL 13–5).30 The second 
reason is that Jonas seeks to provide an ontological foundation of his 
ethics, challenging the modern “is-ought” separation (IR x).31 Through a 
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discussion of Jonas’ account of human specificity, we aim to point out the 
continuity, as well as the discontinuity, between the human being and life.

According to Jonas, human specificity in contradistinction to other 
living beings resides in a “more-than-animal” and “symbolical” feature 
(PL 158). Indeed, the human being “is one that indulges in the making 
of useless objects, or has ends in addition to the biological ones, or can 
serve the latter in ways remote from the direct usefulness of instrumental 
things” (ibid.). Jonas is, of course, aware that the possibility of distance-
taking from the biological level must, to a certain degree, “be credited 
even to some higher animals” (PL 170).32 However, he is also convinced of 
the existence of a “metaphysical gap” between human beings and other 
forms of life (PL 175). How does Jonas argue his position, according to 
which the human being is both an integral part of nature and surpasses 
it? The dynamic or dialectical duality related to life’s self-preservation 
proves useful once again.

On the side of continuity, the human being belongs to the very 
evolutionary process of “enhancement of that selfhood with which 
‘organism’ originally dared indifferent nature” (PL 107). This might 
be a moment to recall the previously analyzed facets of the dialectic of 
life, which also apply to human beings: self-transcendence, self-world 
and subject-object split, means of survival and mediacy to bridge the 
split, etc. Jonas insists, in particular, on “inwardness or subjectivity” as 
a dialectical process of subjectification and objectification. Indeed, this 
dynamic appears to be a relevant aspect of the organic-animal-human 
continuity, while at the same time providing—as we shall see—an 
analytical hint of the discontinuity that human beings present:

The rift between subject and object, which long-range perception 
and motility opened and which the keenness of appetite and fear, of 
satisfaction and disappointment, of pleasure and pain, reflect, was 
never to be closed again. But in its widening expanse the freedom 
of life found room for all those modes of relation—perceptive, 
active, and emotional—which in spanning the rift justify it and by 
indirection redeem the lost unity. (PL 107)

Indeed, Jonas emphasizes humanity’s peculiarity and discontinuity 
in applying this basic dynamic blueprint to humankind. In this regard, Jonas 
focuses on two specifically human features: (a) the “image faculty” of human 
beings as a “further degree of mediacy” (PL 184–5) that distinguishes 
humans from animals; and (b) a “threshold to a further mediation,” 
which is achieved by reflection (PL 185). Both the image faculty and 
reflection are understood through the lens of the individuation process.33 
First, Jonas argues the following about the image faculty:

This new degree lies in the ideative extension of perception . . . . 
The new mediacy consists in the interposition of the abstracted and 
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mentally manipulable eidos between sense and actual object, just 
as on the level of animal mediacy the perception of objects was 
interposed between the organism and its primary environment-
relation. Imaging and speaking man ceases to see things directly: 
he sees them through the screen of representations of which he 
has become possessed by his own previous dealings with objects 
. . . . Their greatest role, however, lies in between experiences, 
when the actual object is not present for direct perception: then the 
abstracted images that are at the command of the subject provide in 
themselves the material for an “experience” at a remove—symbolic 
experience, in which the world is taken hold of without imposing its 
presence. (PL 184–5; emphasis added)

However, “true man”—i.e., the human peculiarity—only appears to 
its full extent because of the relationship between “image faculty” and 
reflection (PL 185).34 This relationship generates a radical turn in the 
dynamics of subjectification (or individuation) and objectification that 
characterize life as such:

The fateful freedom of objectification, which confronts the self with 
the potential sum total of the “other,” the “world,” as an indefinite 
realm for possible understanding and action, can and eventually must 
turn back, with its burden of mediacy, upon the subject itself and 
make it in turn the object of a relation which again takes the detour 
via the eidos. The “form” here involved is different in kind from those 
of the whole realm of outwardness, for it concerns the self’s relation 
to all outwardness. The new dimension of reflection unfolds, where 
the subject of all objectification appears as such to itself and becomes 
objectified for a new and ever more self-mediating kind of relation. 
With the first asking of the question, What is man’s, what is my place 
and part in the scheme of things?, the self becomes engulfed in the 
distantness in which all things are kept by man and from which they 
have to be retrieved in acts of eidetic intentionality. (PL 185)

In this regard, the human being is characterized by an aptitude for 
“confrontation of oneself with oneself”—“Quaestio mihi factus sum, ‘a 
question have I become unto me,’” says Jonas citing Augustine—and for 
inquiring into the overall meaning of being (PL 187).35 On the side of 
continuity, the human peculiarity is clarified by means of the dialectical 
dynamic of individuation. However, it also manifests an unprecedented 
novelty: self-reflection, due to which the basic duality of life turns into 
ambivalence and ambiguity. On the one hand, in a human being the 
“vital concern of feeling which is at the bottom of life’s venture and toil, 
and which is always for the enjoyment of selfness in the meeting with 
otherness, has here by a daring detour found its true and, in a way, 
original object” (PL 186). On the other hand, “as in all achievements of 
life, the price is high,” which means that the higher degree of freedom 
entails an exponential, qualitative increase in the twofoldness of his or 
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her own existence (PL 186).36 Jonas writes that this results in a radical 
surpassing of any other living form’s mode of being:

As human satisfaction is different from animal and far surpassing its 
scope, so is human suffering, though man also shares in the animal 
range of feelings. But only man can be happy or unhappy, thanks to the 
measuring of his being against terms that transcend the immediate 
situation. Supremely concerned with what he is, how he lives, what 
he makes out of himself, and viewing himself from the distance of 
his wishes, aspirations, and approvals, man and man alone is open 
to despair. The German word Verzweiflung somehow renders the 
connection of despair with the twofoldness, the division of the self, 
that has come about with the transfer of the subject-object split to the 
realm of the subject itself, making it the quivering product of ever-
mediating relation instead of an immediate possession. Suicide, this 
unique privilege of man, shows the ultimate manner in which man 
can become the object of himself. (PL 186–7)

In other words, as soon as it appears in the evolution of life, the freedom 
for self-reflection essentially reveals two possibilities: it can succeed in 
achieving an ever-mediated relation with itself, or it can fail to fulfill its 
ratio essendi, for instance by turning against its own existence. Jonas 
refers to this twofoldness with the expression “giddiness of freedom” 
(Schwindel der Freiheit) (OF 323; PL omits this expression).37 Why 
“giddiness”? Because, when human freedom experiences its distance 
from the world, instead of attempting to bridge the gap, and thus 
fulfilling the dialectic of subjectification and objectification on which it 
relies, it tends to become “absolute” and fails.38 To be entangled in its 
structural, dynamic ambivalence is the fate of human freedom and an 
unsurpassable characteristic of human existence—an essential feature 
that can by no means be discarded.

Here, it is important to keep in mind that the inherent ambivalence of 
human self-reflection is a result of the very process of subjectification and 
objectification that characterizes life as such.39 A second remark is that the 
reflective aspect of human will runs like a fil rouge through Jonas’ thinking, 
since it manifests a real turning point—endowed with the possibility of 
perversion—in a unilateral dynamics of self-transcendence. According to 
Christian terminology, which thoroughly characterizes western thinking, 
this core feature is defined as the corruptibility of the will—i.e., the 
existential condition according to which the self-reflective will experiences 
self-deception and thus discovers its own ambiguity, namely its capability 
to pursue either good or evil.40

Let us now return to the notion of “image” and focus on its relevance to 
the specifically human dynamic that combines eidetic and reflective freedom. 
According to Jonas, the evolutionary emergence of “genuine humans” (see 
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IR 11, 200) relies on the “image of man” as the distinctive feature of the 
human form of life:

True man emerges when the painter of the bull and even of its 
hunter turns to concerning himself with the unpaintable image 
of his own conduct and the state of his self. Over the distance of 
this wondering, searching, and comparing perception there is 
constituted the new entity, “I.” This is of all the greatest venture in 
mediacy and objectification. We use the term “image” deliberately. 
Man models, experiences, and judges his own inner state and 
outward conduct after the image of what is man’s. Willingly or not 
he lives the idea of man—in agreement or in conflict, in acceptance 
or in defiance, in compliance or in repudiation, with good or with 
bad conscience. The image of man never leaves him, however much 
he may wish at times to revert to the bliss of animality. (PL 185–6)41

What needs to be stressed here is the duality that images share with 
all the aforementioned features of life: both the individual and the public 
image of a human being are subjected to change over time while there 
is also something that does not change (PL 186). This duality may be 
clarified by analyzing the image either in terms of form or of dynamism. 
In terms of the first, the image shows certain properties (PL 159–65) that 
reveal the image’s “ontological difference” (PL 165) from other objects. 
Of course, according to Jonas, images must be regarded as the causal 
product of intentionality (there has to be someone who materially 
made the image). However, it is also true that images, apprehended as 
images, tend to neutralize their dynamic and dialectical relationship of 
dependence and transcendence to matter: 

A picture, apprehended as picture, is a sign not of the painter’s 
motions but of the object depicted. In the image, the causal nexus is 
cut. Free to depict any causal situation, including that of painting 
a picture, the image does not represent the causality of its own 
becoming. (PL 164)

For this very reason, in the ordinarily prevailing analytical terms 
of form, the image is uniquely considered in its transcendence to 
matter and thus appears as a fixed, unchangeable entity. However, 
as already stated regarding organism, Jonas insists on the fact that 
the image should also be analyzed from another point of view, namely 
dynamism. In this regard, the image shows the same dynamic dialectic 
that characterizes life as such: on the one hand, the image relies on a 
relationship with the world; on the other, it manifests a tendency to 
transcend matter, which results in actually achieving an ontologically 
different level of reality. And it is of paramount importance to recall that 
these poles cannot be properly understood unless they are considered 
in their mutual and dynamic relationship.
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That is on the side of similarity. On the side of difference, we have to 
underline that the dialectic of life only reaches its greatest qualitative 
fulfillment with the human being. However, this achievement is one that 
is vulnerable to distortion, as demonstrated by the twofold meaning 
of the “giddiness of freedom.” It is our conviction that, in addition 
to the above-mentioned problem of the corruptibility of will, Jonas 
interprets the more recent ecological and biotechnological threats in 
these same terms. Indeed, the possibility of technologically enhanced 
human freedom turning against itself and committing ecological or 
biotechnological suicide has become concrete. Enabled by the employment 
of technology, human beings seem willing to overcome this twofoldness 
as follows: the utter objectification of life and human Dasein (genetic 
manipulation, as Jonas points out, is one of the most telling examples) 
(IR 21), which results in the complete dynamization of nature, life, and 
ultimately human Sosein, depriving them of any meaningful stability, 
completeness, or form.42 And the deprivation of this meaningfulness 
results in a further degree of objectification of life.

The fact is that, according to Jonas, what characterizes not only 
human beings but life as such is precisely the mutual, twofold dialectical 
dynamic of subjectification and objectification, self-maintenance and self-
alteration, etc. However, only human beings have achieved awareness of 
this twofoldness in terms of Dasein and Sosein, which occurred through 
reflection and the immense power they have acquired because of their 
“eidetic control” of imagination and motility (PL 172). It is here that human 
specificity achieves ethical relevance (PL 175): since what threatens the 
twofoldness of life is the current employment of technology, it is precisely 
the duty of human beings to set responsibility against indiscriminate 
freedom to preserve this feature of life.

But why should human beings aim at preserving the existence and 
integrity of nature, after all? As we hinted in §2, Jonas’ answer relies on the 
“ontological axiom,” according to which the purposiveness of life is a “good-
in-itself, of which we grasp with intuitive certainty that it is infinitely 
superior to any purposelessness of being” (IR 80). In purposiveness as 
such, “we can see a fundamental self-affirmation of being, which posits 
it absolutely as the better over against nonbeing” (IR 81). However, 
Jonas also says that the greatness of human freedom is endowed 
with “metaphysical” relevance (PL 175) because humans, through 
self-reflection, are capable of posing the “unanswerable” question of 
metaphysics: Why is there something rather than nothing (PL 279)? 
And he believes that in the current epoch the answer to this question 
cannot but be that “there is no necessity of there being a world at all” 
(ibid.).43 Life is thus ultimately contingent, its plenitude incomplete, 
and its existence truly open-ended (PL x, 275).44 At the same time, the 
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dynamic and transcendent purposiveness of life does show evidence 
of a certain plenitude already achieved through form and value, as well 
as a desire or tendency toward further fulfillment, accomplishment, 
and magnificence. Human beings are part of this dialectic and have 
the unique freedom to choose whether they want to participate in it 
(by ensuring its future) or hinder it. With the appearance of human 
freedom, the dialectic of life has not only achieved self-reflection but 
also the possibility of being doomed. Jonas considers this extreme 
degree of twofoldness as evidence of the special, that is, metaphysical, 
status of humans. Indeed, despite its contingency, what actively urges 
us to preserve the world is the “heritage of a past evolution . . . which 
heritage cannot be all bad in our case, if only because it has bequeathed 
to its present incumbents the (self-proclaimed) capacity to be judges of 
what is good and what is bad” (IR 32).45 So, what “is to be preserved in 
its integrity at all costs” is “this core phenomenon of our humanity” (IR 
34), whose true essence is the dynamic relationship between Dasein 
and Sosein, revealed by the ontological “idea of Man.”46

5. Conclusions

In this article, we carried out an inquiry into Jonas’ “philosophical 
biology” with the aim of ultimately clarifying its anthropological and 
ethical relevance. It is well known that, according to Jonas, ethics has to 
be grounded in ontology. It is also well known that his inquiry into life 
provides such a basis. However, the secondary literature has generally 
failed to acknowledge and systematically analyze the feature of Jonas’ 
ontological reflection that supports this connection, namely the twofold 
dynamic of subjectification and objectification. As shown throughout 
this article, this dynamic characterizes organic life (its growth, its 
relationship with the world, and its overall evolution), human beings, and 
even ethics, and may be further understood as a dialectical relationship 
between a form of existence (Dasein) and its specific condition (Sosein). 
The interplay between existence and condition admits of both the 
continuity and discontinuity that we find in the various forms of organic 
existence, including human beings. This interplay is also at work in 
ethics, where the dialectical dynamic helps understanding the Dasein 
and Sosein of human beings. As a result, the related “duty to be truly 
human” is clarified in terms of being capable of preserving the dynamic 
correlation between subject and object, rather than being taken as a 
static conservation of a status quo. What has thus to be preserved 
unchanged in the human condition is not a certain content of the “image 
of man” or of the “ontological idea of man” but its capacity to correlate 
the basic dialectical dynamics of subjectification and objectification.
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