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Until recently vitalism has been either derided as an unscientific and anachronistic theory of 
life or as a philosophical concept determined primarily by the work of Bergson and Deleuze. 
This is further complicated by the fact that the latter in text (co-authored with Guattari) 
What is Philosophy?, identifies vitalism as being split between “an Idea that acts but is not and 
a force that is but does not act.” Through this split the opposition to which vitalism had 
traditionally belonged (that of vitalism versus mechanism) shifts to that of life as thinkable 
and life as unthinkable. This formulation of vitalism has been taken up recently (directly and 
indirectly) by thinkers such as Jane Bennett, Steven Shaviro, and Eugene Thacker. 
 
For Bennett the issue becomes separating atavistic forms of vitalism from more critical 
forms (in Bergson and Dreisch) which allows for a vibrant or vital materialism which can 
allow for new approaches to politics. For Shaviro, speculative realism writ large introduces a 
choice between panpsychism and/or vitalism and eliminiativism and/or emergence which 
rests in the need for a better understanding of sense and aesthetics. For Thacker, vitalism 
contains an enigmatic usage of life which itself upsets the correlational or co-imbricating 
categories of thinking and being leaving us in a state of thought-as-horror or perhaps in the 
cloud of a negative theological wager. 
 
The critique I wish to pursue with these thinkers (but also against them) is that a tacit 
alliance with Deleuze is maintained by each, and that this is ultimately unhelpful in cleaving 
thinking from being vis a vis life. For Bennett, Shaviro, and Thacker I wish to question how 
Deleuze functions as the central philosopher of life and, subsequently, as the dominant way 
of philosophically thinking life which, despite a pronounced radicalism (which Manuel 
DeLanda has perhaps best espoused), anchors thought in a concept of life amiable to it. This 
problem, it can be wagered, also points to a deeper indecision in Deleuze between a 
philosophy of sense and a metaphysics more traditionally defined.By engaging these three 
thinkers through their Deleuzian alliances, I wish to outline a dark vitalism that opens the 
conditions of life without opening them strictly for thought. 
 


