
The Ordure of Things: Coleridge, Schelling, and the Indivisible Remainder 

 

What is Life? Were such a question proposed, we should be tempted to answer, what is not 
Life that really is? 

Coleridge, Theory of Life (1816) 

 

Introduction: Life, the third something, and the dead head 

One of the most significant, and characteristically Romantic features of Coleridge’s philosophical 
thinking is the chiastic way in which it figures the relationship between ‘life’ and ‘thought’.1 From 
one direction, Coleridge attempts to conceptualise the vital. This culminates, in the twilight of his 
experimentation with Naturphilosophie, with the aborted ‘Essay on Scrofula’ and Theory of Life, 
which postulates that life is the ‘copula’ as he puts it, and not the reduction, of irritability, 
reproduction, and sensibility: ‘[…] Life itself is not a Thing—a self-subsistent Hypostasis—but an Act 
and Process […]’ (SWF 2.557). Simultaneously, however, Coleridge’s thought moves in the opposite 
direction, subordinating intellection to life itself. Accordingly, he emphasises the life of ideas and in 
ideas that descend from the divine verb substantive, the ‘I AM’, which encompasses the 
unquantifiable copula of being and action. Sprung from the self-inaugurating Logos, such dynamic 
ideas are for Coleridge closer to Plato’s notion of ‘mysterious powers, living, seminal, formative,’ and 
the antithesis to the mere representations or ‘sensuous images’ postulated by empirical philosophy 
since Locke (BL 1.97). Moving from front to back, and from back to front, Coleridge’s ‘vital’ 
philosophy attempts both to idealise the dynamic and to dynamize the ideal. 

The reciprocal action between ‘life’ and ‘idea’ reaches its apogee in Biographia Literaria’s 
account of the emergence of a new idea-entity from the dynamic interaction of contrary powers: the 
‘tertium aliquid,’ or ‘third something’. As Coleridge explains, ‘this tertium aliquid can be no other 
than an inter penetration of the counteracting powers, partaking of both’ (BL 1.300). Significantly, it 
is at this very moment in the discussion that Biographia’s protracted preamble to the transcendental 
deduction of the principles of imagination comes to an abrupt halt, segueing into the self-penned 
letter from a ‘friend,’ which advises the deferral of any further treatment of the matter until his 
projected great work in the ‘Constructive Philosophy’. And yet, this troublesome ‘third something’ 
retains a central role in Coleridge’s thought. Any system that could not account for the creation of 
new ideas or new modes of being could not be considered as ‘vital’ or ‘dynamic’; conversely, as he 
argues in Theory of Life, only a ‘vital philosophy’ could explain how ‘the two component counter-
powers actually interpenetrate each other, and generate a higher third’ (SWF 1.530), thereby 
revealing natural evolution not as great suspended chain, but a ‘ladder’ that ‘expands as by 
concentric circles’ (SWF 1.537).  

Nonetheless, conceptualising this growth proved challenging. Inevitably, the relationship 
between thinking life and the life of thought was not one that could be contained within philosophy 
itself. As Douglas Hedley observes, ‘Coleridge belongs to a Christian Platonic tradition which 
stretches from John Scot Eriugena to Hegel, which […] is inclined to identify philosophy with 
theology.’2 Accordingly, in an 1818 letter to Hugh Rose, Coleridge asks: ‘Is there a such, i.e. any one 
Science which has for its specific object to be supplemental of all other Sciences? In its highest sense, 
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Theology […] is that science’ (CL 4.863). Moreover, Coleridge insists that philosophy can truly 
complete its task only when it becomes something else, something more than just philosophy. To 
achieve this, it must transcend the space of reasons, logic, and dialectic, and embrace Christian faith. 
As he writes in the 1818 The Friend, ‘[t]here are spiritual truths which must derive their evidence 
from within,’ but which cannot be intuited without faith; ‘and what is faith, but the personal 
realization of the reason by its union with the will?’ (F 1.432) Just as reason is nothing without faith 
and the will, so philosophy itself cannot function without the supplement of Christianity. Since 
‘Religion, in its widest sense, signifies the act and habit of reverencing the Invisible,’ the same 
principle, ‘which in its application to the whole of our being becomes religion, considered 
speculatively is the basis of metaphysical science’ (F 1.440). Applied to ‘the whole of our being,’ 
religion encompasses not just philosophy, or even theology, but ‘life’ in its broadest sense. It is for 
this reason that Coleridge insists in Aids to Reflection that ‘Christianity is not a Theory, or a 
Speculation; but a Life. Not a Philosophy of Life, but a Life and a living Process’ (AR 202). Viewed this 
way, Coleridge’s twin aims, on one hand, to idealise organic ‘life’, and on the other, to ‘organicise’ 
and enliven ideas, precipitate a temporisation or disciplinary ambiguity in his thought: a philosophy-
of-life / life-as-philosophy. 

The problem, however, with this chiastic philosophy of / as life is that, in ‘life,’ it harbours a 
volatile kernel whose fluidity, plasticity, and contingency Coleridge was unable to systematise and 
idealise. A comparison with Deleuze, another 'process’ thinker, throws into relief the problem that 
confronted Coleridge’s vitalism. For Deleuze, ‘a life’ implies a unique kind of being that resists any 
form of transcendence. The use of the indefinite article is crucial here, since what he intends by ‘a 
life’ is a singularity that exceeds possible individuation: ‘pure immanence […] is A LIFE, and nothing 
else. It is not immanence to life, but the immanence that is in nothing is itself a life. A life is the 
immanence of immanence, absolute immanence: it is complete power, complete bliss.’3 
Encountering ‘a life’ for Deleuze means confronting pure immanence as entirely ‘in itself’ and not ‘in 
something, to something’.4 In some respects, this echoes Coleridge’s own quest for an absolute 
immanence of thought to being, and of being to thought. For Deleuze, however, the equation of ‘a 
life’ with immanence implies, once again, the agency of a positivity that is itself beyond coherence. 
Bringing thought and life together as ‘a life’ entails thinking primordial difference as the unthinkable, 
impossible precondition of thought. As Deleuze and Guattari argue in What is Philosophy? ‘THE 
plane of immanence is, at the same time, that which must be thought and that which cannot be 
thought. It is the nonthought within thought.’5 In Deleuze’s idea of pure immanence of thought as ‘a 
life’ and nothing else, one finds the idea of ‘life’ subsumed by the life in the idea.  

In a contemporary context, the source of the disturbance in Coleridge’s philosophy can be 
traced to a rupture that he encountered in Schelling’s middle-period Philosophical Investigations into 
the Essence of Human Freedom (1809). Schelling’s vision of ‘life’ as pure, excessive drive within a 
conflicted and pulsating cosmos exposed the void at the heart of Coleridge’s ‘living’ ideas, short-
circuiting the dynamic plenitude of the synthetic tertium aliquid with the abject figure of the non-All: 
a living ‘something’ whose organic form bore not fullness, but a wound, a traumatic insufficiency 
within the real. Greg Ellerman has vividly described the ‘paradoxical condition of the unconditioned, 
this indivisible remainder,’ which is both ‘contaminant and sustenance’ in Coleridge’s theory of life. 
Crucially, it is the unquantifiable but ineliminable excessiveness of the tertium aliquid that itself 
forms what Ellerman identifies as ‘the foreign body that enables the absolute to develop and that 
gives reality to all particular things.’6 As Tilottama Rajan notes, ‘life’ and life sciences came to 
‘profoundly threaten the very project of science, if science is logic rather than asystasy.’ Increasingly, 

 
3 Gilles Deleuze, Pure Immanence: Essays on A Life, trans. Anne Boyman (New York: Zone Books, 2001) 27. 
4 Deleuze 26. 
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Coleridge found that there was ‘something uncontrollable in life: an excess, a “resistance of Life to 
Life”.’7 In this essay, I build on the work of Ellerman and Rajan by arguing that another name for this 
asystatic, indivisible remainder is waste, what Coleridge terms the caput mortuum, or ‘dead head’ of 
existence. As Coleridge’s marginalia reveals, what troubles and yet fascinates him most about the 
Munich period Schelling is the way in which the latter ontologises the Hartleian ‘phantasmal chaos’ 
of association, transferring radical indeterminacy from the mind of the subject into Being itself. In 
doing so, Schelling installs the ‘dead head’ within the Absolute, locating a void at the heart of the 
real to which (intolerably for Coleridge) God himself is subjected. 

The central problem, then, for Coleridge’s philosophy of / as life is not one of what to make 
of the Absolute as the ‘All’ or the ‘One’, but one of how to accommodate the Absolute as the ‘non-
All.’ Seen from a slightly different angle, this becomes the peculiarly human problem of what to do 
with excrement—more specifically, the ‘phantasmal chaos’ of divine shit. David Baulch notes that ‘in 
post-Spinozist thought from Robinet to Schelling the vitalization of nature is also the exposure of 
idealism to the consequences of its own monism. For this monism allows matter to become Spirit, 
but also implicates Spirit in the processes of life, degeneration, and waste.’8 As I discuss below, one 
notable consequence of this rupture within the real is the dissolution of the aesthetic boundary 
between the idealised surplus of the tertium aliquid and the ordure of things—in other words, more 
violent forms of excremental excess and traumatic enjoyment. The prospect of slipping from the 
sublime to the abject emerges in Coleridge’s writing as a fascination with the obscene figure of pure 
drive. In this darker organicism, the flourishing, progressive tertium aliquid cannot be isolated from 
life as the loathsome indivisible remainder, the abjected caput mortuum. At times, indeed, 
Coleridge’s own fascination with the disgusting and horrific outgrows his adherence to philosophical 
and religious principle, in much the same way that ‘life’-as-drive threatens to overwhelm the 
symbolic containment of polar logic and metastasise into the libidinal, violent contingency that 
elsewhere he strives so urgently to contain. 

 

The non-All 

By 1818 Coleridge had finally identified what had been bothering him about Schelling’s philosophy. 
In a notebook entry from September of that year, he concludes that ‘all his [Schelling’s] other errors 
[…] are referable to the one [fundamental error]—the making Nature absolute’ (CN 3.4449). Two 
months later, in a letter to C.A. Tulk, he completes a philosophical volte-face that echoes his 
recantation of Hartley and ‘all the irreligious metaphysics of modern Infidels’ seventeen years earlier 
(CL 2.706-07). Admitting that Schelling’s philosophy is ‘extremely plausible and alluring at a first 
acquaintance,’ Coleridge complains that as a system ‘it is reduced at last to a mere Pantheism […] of 
which the Deity itself is but an Out-birth’ (CL 4.883). It is important to understand here how for 
Coleridge, this first error, while fundamental, catapults Schelling into a far more egregious one: the 
positing of a polarity principle within the Absolute that is antecedent to God’s will, rendering divinity 
as a mere ‘Out-birth’ of substance. Though Coleridge also accused Schelling of materialism, 
pantheism, and Catholicism, in truth none of these positions held any terrors for him (Plato would 
always silence the materialists, while the perils of pantheism were ultimately obviated by the 
principles of polar logic). What did unsettle Coleridge, however, was the implication that the 
condition of possibility for the divine personality was a prior indeterminacy within Being itself. Using 
polar logic, Schelling, it appeared, had placed a void within God.  

 
7 Tilottama Rajan, ‘The Unavowable Community of Idealism: Coleridge and the Life Sciences,’ European 
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How did Coleridge arrive at this conclusion? It was in the Philosophical Investigations into 
the Essence of Human Freedom (1809), the last and most recent of Schelling’s works to appear in the 
first (and only) volume of his Philosophische Schriften, that he had encountered the German 
philosopher’s most sustained engagement with the relationship between absolute Being and divine 
Will.9 Throughout the main phases of Schelling’s long philosophical career—the Naturphilosophie 
and transcendental idealism of his early period (1794-1800); the phase of the Identitäts-philosophie 
(1801–9); the Freiheitsschrift and the Weltalter of his middle period (1809-27); and his later, Positive 
Philosophy (1827-54)—a fundamental question recurs, one which Kant’s critical philosophy had left 
unresolved: what is the relationship between nature and freedom, the conditioned and the 
unconditioned? In Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in Letters to Herr Moses Mendelssohn (1785), 
F.H. Jacobi had challenged transcendental philosophy to answer this question without either 
exhaustively conditioning the unconditioned (thereby slipping into Spinozism) or stepping outside 
the conditioning chain of philosophical explanation altogether (this was Jacobi’s own strategy, 
necessitating a ‘salto mortale,’ or leap of faith [MPW 189]). Fichte’s proposed solution was to make 
the subject or ‘I’ the unconditional ground from which nature springs through a reflexive action of 
willed self-positing, whereby, as he puts it in Foundations of the Entire Science of Knowledge (1794), 
‘[t]o posit oneself and to be are, as applied to the self, perfectly identical.’10 For Schelling, however, 
Fichte’s absolutisation of subjectivity fails to account for the basis of the relation between the 
(unconditioned) ‘I’ and the (conditioned) ’not-I’.  Any truly systematic philosophy could not, he 
argued, pivot from the subject, but must instead explain the grounding of both the ’I’ and nature in 
the copula of both—that is, in Being. At the same time, he dismisses Hegel’s argument that relation 
precedes essence or substance by distinguishing between the reflexivity of human knowledge 
intimated by Fichte‘s dialectic and the fundamentally non-reflexive nature of the ground that any 
relation must presuppose as its external term. The question Schelling poses, then, is: what does it 
mean to think the Absolute as the ultimate (unconditioned) precondition of the system, rather than 
(as it was for Hegel) the system’s dialectical telos? In 1809, following his attempts to think this 
ground in terms of nature (which, qua organic productivity, elides the division between freedom and 
necessity), the work of art (which semi-unconsciously embodies a unity of conditioned and 
unconditioned beyond the grasp of philosophy), and absolute Identity (as the grounding copula of 
self and nature, ideal and real, rendering nature as an unfolding hierarchy of potencies), Schelling 
adjusted his frame of reference once again.   

Accordingly, in Philosophical Investigations Schelling attempts to grasp the nettle of thinking 
the unconditioned as absolute freedom—not in terms of human judgement or relational logic, as in 
Kant, Fichte, and Hegel, but as the unthinkable precondition of existence. The systematic (rather 
than the critical/transcendental) investigation into freedom entailed speculating not just about 
human freedom, but also about God’s. Consequently, it also involved a return to theodicy, a project 
that Kant had endeavoured to make obsolete, only now this was revived as an inquiry into evil not (a 
la Leibniz), as mere absence or lack of being, but as the ontologising of the Kantian conception of 
absolute freedom. Indeed, one of the striking things about Schelling’s theodicy is that evil (as 
absolutely unconditioned freedom) is its fundamental starting point or postulate. Since Being 
precedes logic, and evil, qua freedom is, in Žižek’s words, ‘the primordial, radically contingent fact, a 
fact which can in no way be accounted for,’ the problem becomes one of how to account for the 
possibility and persistence not of freedom, but of reason.11 In Philosophical Investigations, the 
challenge Schelling faces is not how to reach into the shadowy domain of Being, but how to return 
from this dark, hidden world to the realm of language, communication, and understanding. From 

 
9 See CM 4.344. 
10 Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Science of Knowledge, trans. Peter Heath and John Lachs (Cambridge University 
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Schelling's perspective, as Žižek observes, ‘the terms of the traditional problem of the ontological 
proof of God had to be inverted: what is truly problematic is not God's existence but his notion.’12 

Schelling structures this relationship (between God’s unthinkable freedom and his formal 
intelligibility) through an ontology of negation. Described in the 1815 draft of The Ages of the World 
as ‘the necessary precedent (prius) of every movement’ and ‘the first transition whatsoever from 
nothing into something,’ negation is the basis of the dynamic energy within life (AW 16). Thus, in 
Philosophical Investigations, he claims of God’s origins that ‘there is no first and last because all 
things mutually presuppose each other, no thing is another thing and yet no thing is not without 
another thing’ (PI 28). Accordingly, God’s notion, which emerges through the self-revelation of the 
divine Logos as ratio (the existing God: the illuminating, absolute whole) is only possible as a 
counterthrust to the inward gravitational pull of evil (the ground of God: the dark, irreducibly partial 
prius). Nature as ground becomes the condition of possibility for the absolute God whose very 
existence depends upon his attempt to extricate himself from a chaotic, spiralling death-embrace 
with it. As Schelling puts it, ‘God has in himself an inner ground of his existence that in this respect 
precedes him in existence; but, precisely in this way, God is again the prius [what is before] of the 
ground in so far as the ground, even as such, could not exist if God did not exist actu.’ While evil as 
ground contracts into darkness, God, propelled by ‘the yearning the eternal One feels to give birth to 
itself,’ emerges into existence, creation, and light (PI 28). 

And yet, this emergence comes at the unavoidable cost of God’s perpetual entanglement 
with an ontologically indeterminate mode of being. Since one cannot attribute existence to the prius 
(one cannot say of unconditioned being that ‘it is’), the divine ground cannot be a thing—or, indeed, 
a ground, conceived as an ordering metaphysical principle. Instead, Schelling argues, ‘there must be 
a being before all ground and before all that exists, thus generally before any duality—how can we 
call it anything other than the original ground or the non-ground […]?’ (PI 68) Conceived as ‘non-
ground’, an unthinkable breach or void in the fabric of things, the prius infects reality with a 
fundamental insufficiency, an ineliminable asystasy. Unconditioned freedom is the indeterminate 
non-All that eternally threatens to drag God back into the dark inwardness of the prius. It is 
simultaneously God’s condition of possibility and that which must be rejected for darkness to be 
overcome and light to emerge. As Žižek notes in his reading of Schelling’s Ages, ‘[s]ince there is 
nothing outside God, this “crazy God”—the antagonistic rotary motion of contracted matter—has to 
beget out of Himself a Son, that is, the Word which will resolve the unbearable tension.’13 Subjected 
to the diastolic and systolic actions of the prius and Being, God as ‘rotary motion’ is unsustainable: 
only by releasing part of himself through the Logos or ‘I Am’ can he self-reveal and thereby become 
himself.  

Schelling’s embracement in Philosophical Investigations of a correlation between dynamism 
and instability within the ‘life’ of the universe marks the culmination of a retreat from rational and 
demonstrative argument already evident in System of Transcendental Idealism’s appeal to the semi-
unconscious artwork and the attempt in the Identitäts-philosophie to redescribe ‘philosophy [… as] 
nothing other than a natural history of our mind.’14 Consequently, the impetus behind what Žižek 
describes as the ‘move from logos to mythos’ in Schelling’s middle period, his determination to 
‘break out of the logical structure of reality (which can be presented as a notional system) into the 
Real of primordial drives (where there is no deduction, one can only tell a story)’ becomes clear.15 
This reconception of the function of philosophy is driven by his postulation of an irresolvable conflict 
at the base of reality, a ‘contradiction of necessity and freedom [without which] not only philosophy 

 
12 Žižek, Indivisible Remainder 73. 
13 Žižek, Indivisible Remainder 32. 
14 F.W.J. Schelling, Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature as Introduction to the Study of This Science, 2nd ed., trans. 

Errol E. Harris and Peter Heath (1803, Cambridge University Press, 1988) 29.  
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but each higher willing of the spirit would sink into […] death […]’ (PI 10). Reason, itself merely the 
negation of this freedom, is incapable of encompassing its own un-grounding. By installing 
contradiction as fundamental to any system, Philosophical Investigations establishes as its founding 
principle the non-coincidence of part and whole, predicate and subject. Ontology and logic both 
reveal this fractured condition of the real; as Žižek puts it, ‘the endless oscillation between 
contraction and expansion [in Schelling’s universe] is propelled by the impossibility of formulating 
the “stable” relationship between S and P that forms the structure of a propositional judgement 
[…]’.16 Even in tautological propositions, Schelling observes, there remains an ineliminable 
difference, a part that is unsubsumed by the whole: thus, ‘[w]hoever says, “The body is body,” surely 
thinks something different with respect to the subject of the sentence than with respect to the 
predicate […]’ (PI 14). 

At this point, we begin to discern what troubled Coleridge about Philosophical 
Investigations: the connection between the asystasy in Schelling’s system and the ‘life’ of 
unconditioned freedom in the divine prius. For Schelling, any system that is not to revert into 
subjective idealism on one hand or slide into Spinozism on the other must not only make ‘life’ its 
central term, it must also confront what is at stake in the implications of ‘life’ for a truly dynamic 
philosophy whose condition of possibility lies in the indeterminate non-ground of 
evil/nature/freedom. By arguing that life itself depends upon the ceaseless, churning conflict of non-
ground and ground, freedom and necessity, part and whole, Schelling exposes an abyss within the 
Absolute, an ‘incomprehensible base of reality in things, the indivisible remainder, that which with 
the greatest exertion cannot be resolved in understanding but rather remains eternally in the 
ground’ (PI 29). This ‘indivisible remainder’ in turn becomes, as Žižek characterises it, ‘a void within 
the Real, which, since it precedes difference / indifference, necessitates the introduction of ‘a new 
trans-ontological function […] that of “less than nothing” […].’17 Neither nothing nor being, nor the 
synthesis of both, the indivisible remainder cannot be sublated into any symbolic order, regardless 
of whether this is the Aufhebung of Hegelian dialectic or the polar logic of Coleridge’s Divine 
Tetractys.  

This, then, is the challenge posed by Schelling’s Philosophical Investigations to Coleridge’s 
attempt to construct a dynamic philosophy of living ideas. The excessiveness of Schelling’s 
organicism resists Coleridge’s symbolic order, not epistemologically, but ontologically, through the 
indeterminate prius. As Lara Ostaric observes, ‘Schelling conceives of life as a constitutive principle. 
Put in other words, it is not something we must assume given the limitations of our cognitive 
faculties, but that which pertains to the object as it is in itself.’18 This harbours potentially 
devastating implications for the ontological stability of the tertium aliquid, Coleridge’s prototype for 
the growth of the productive, living idea. In Coleridge’s Noetics, or higher logic of absolute relations, 
the principles of tetradic logic articulate the descending emanation of the Prothesis into 
differentiation-in-unity.19 Instead of a unified Prothesis, however Schelling postulates a radical 
disunity at the very core of God’s being: thus, there can be no light without darkness, no One 
without the less than nothing, no freedom without rupture. As an appalled Coleridge notes, ‘does 
not Schelling use Freedom often where he means no more than others mean by Life-i.e. the power 
of originating motion?’ (CM 4.443). And yet, for Schelling, ‘life’ depends not upon difference-in-unity 
but upon the chaotic vortex of forces caused by the fracture within the real. The growth in the 
dynamic system that is essential for life stems not from the ineffable plenitude of the One, but from 
an endless vacillation of the Absolute, the irresolvable conflict within being of prius and existence. 

 
16 Žižek, Indivisible Remainder 28. 
17 See Slavoj Žižek, Sex and the Failed Absolute (Bloomsbury Academic, 2020) 61. 
18 Lara Ostaric, ‘The Concept of Life in Early Schelling,’ Interpreting Schelling: Critical Essays (Cambridge 

University Press, 2014) 62. 
19 For a detailed analysis of Coleridge’s tetractys, see Chapter 9 of Peter Cheyne’s Coleridge’s Contemplative 
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This schism guarantees that every productive synthesis leaves behind something that cannot be 
harmonised, unified, or sublated: an indivisible remainder or irreducible excess that simply grows as 
pure, contingent drive. For Schelling, every ‘living idea’ carries this excessiveness within itself.  

 

Partibility 

Having established the importance of this lacuna, we can return to Coleridge’s critique of middle-
period Schelling.  As he delved deeper into Schelling’s work following the completion of Biographia 
Literaria, Coleridge was in equal parts perplexed, appalled, and fascinated by what he found. For 
instance, in the margins of his copy of Schelling’s Monument to the Scripture of the Divine Things of 
Mr. Jacobi (1812), he wrote: 

Spite of all the superior Airs of [th]e Natur-philosophen, I confess [that] in the perusal of 
Kant I [b]reathe the free air of Good Sense [a]nd logical Understanding, with [th]e Light of 
Reason shining in it [an]d thro' it—While in the Physics [of] Schelling I am amused with 
happy [con]jectures and but in his theology [be]wildered by Positions which in their [? be]st 
sense are transcendent (überfliegend) [but] in their literal sense scandalous [...] (CM 4.372).  

This scandalised bewilderment coalesced into three principal areas of concern: materialism, 
pantheism, and the denial of God’s omnipotence. Coleridge registers his suspicions regarding the 
first of these in the margins of his copy Philosophical Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism (1795), 
noting that ‘the more I reflect, the more [am] I convinced of the gross materialism, [which lies under 
the whole system].’ (CM 4.412) For Coleridge, Schelling’s materialism was the consequence of his 
dichotomisation of the real and the ideal. By treating them as opposites (by introducing a polarity 
within the Absolute), Schelling creates an indeterminacy between being and form, threatening the 
ontological hierarchy that elevated ordering spirit over chaotic matter.20 Accordingly, in his notes to 
Philosophical Investigations, he attributes Schelling’s separation of the prius (as non-ground) from 
the ground of God’s existence to ‘the material phaænomen of Partibility,’ and invokes instead ‘the 
old more reverential Distinction of the Divine Will relatively to the End from the same Will relatively 
to the Means: the latter of which we term his Wisdom, and to the former appropriate the name of 
the Divine Will […]’ (CM 4.425). What is important to note here, however, is that for Coleridge the 
most troubling thing about Schelling’s account is not its covert materialism, but the way in which it 
implies a ‘phaænomen of Partibility’ within the divine Being, creating a gap within the Absolute that 
is incompatible with conceiving the Prothesis as One. 

 The same point applies to pantheism, which, though certainly scandalous, did not trouble 
Coleridge’s philosophical dreams to the extent that some have suggested.21 Certainly, many of 
Coleridge’s difficulties with post-Kantian German idealist philosophy can be traced to his perception 
that it annihilated God’s personality by translating divine personhood into divine substance. In his 
unfinished Magnum Opus he assembles his most formidable critique of this tendency, defending the 
divine personality by arguing, first, that Being presupposes an absolute Will, ‘which, therefore, is 
essentially causative of reality,’ and secondly, that personality is an ‘essential attribute’ of Will (OM 
194-95). Moreover, to distinguish divine from mundane personhood, Coleridge differentiates God’s 
personeity from human ‘personality’, claiming that ‘the perfection of person is in God, and that 
personeity, differing from personality only as rejecting all commixture of imperfection associated 
with the latter, is an essential constituent in the Idea of God’ (OM 177). Having established the 
perfect personality in the Prothesis, Coleridge deduces the Logos, the ‘begetting of the identity in 

 
20 For an insightful analysis of this problem, see Hedley, Religion 28.  
21 Most notably, Thomas McFarland in Coleridge and the Pantheist Tradition (Oxford University Press, 1969). 

McFarland argues that the ‘inability either really to accept or wholeheartedly to reject pantheism is the central 

truth of Coleridge's philosophical activity’ (107). 



8 
 

the alterity’ by way of interlinking transcendental arguments (God is love; there is no love without 
communication; there is no communication without otherness or alterity). Thus, language or ‘the 
word itself,’ becomes intelligible only as the ‘adequate expression of the paternal personeity’ (OM 
199).22 

 And yet, against the Munich-period Schelling at least, it is difficult to make the pantheism 
charge stick. Indeed, a substantial part of Schelling’s discussion in Philosophical Investigations is 
dedicated to demonstrating that only through a philosophy of freedom-qua-indeterminacy can the 
personality of God be preserved against Spinozism. More specifically, he argues that it is precisely 
because rationalist philosophies possess ‘no concept of personality, that is, of selfhood raised to 
spirit, but rather only the abstract concepts of finite and infinite’ (PI 38) that they can only account 
for evil as the privation (negation) of the good. By rendering God as abstract substance, rationalism 
reduces Being to a lifeless concept. Against this, Schelling argues that personality presupposes life; 
thus, while ‘[i]n the divine understanding there is a system; yet God himself is not a system, but 
rather a life’ (PI 62). Life, however, implies that within all being there is an irreducible spontaneity, 
an absolute freedom in the non-ground from which God must extricate himself in order to come into 
being. As Schelling puts it, ‘[a]ll existence demands a condition so that it may become real, namely 
personal, existence. Even God’s existence could not be personal without such a condition except 
that he has this condition within and not outside himself’ (PI 62). It is worth noting that in this final 
caveat Schelling introduces a distinction between absolute and contingent personality that closely 
resembles Coleridge’s discrimination between personeity and personality. God alone makes the 
condition (viz. the primal will of nature as non-ground) of his existence qua communicative Logos 
‘into his own’; Man’s personality and selfhood, by contrast, ‘can never rise to full actuality [zum 
Aktus]’ (PI 62). Nonetheless, from a Christian perspective, it remains an uncomfortable feature of 
Schelling’s account that without the ‘primal will’ (PI 37) of nature, within which the positivity of evil 
resides, the existence of God as personality would be impossible. Accordingly, even once God has 
emerged from the darkness of the prius, he ‘does not now resist the will of the ground or abolish it. 
This would be precisely as much as to say that God would abolish the condition of his existence, that 
is, his own personality’ (66). 

In this detail we can identify what is, for Coleridge, the truly ‘scandalous’ core of 
Philosophical Investigations. That this is not simply the annihilation of God’s personality is clear from 
the fact that Schelling’s philosophy of freedom not only invokes God’s personality as a way of 
countering pantheism, it also distinguishes between absolute and mundane personality in a way 
comparable to Coleridge’s own distinction. The bone that stuck in Coleridge’s throat, instead, was 
the way in which Schelling’s account of ontogenesis as pure life entails the fracturing of the One, the 
negation of the All by the non-All. For Schelling, God’s existence depends upon a dynamic imbalance 
within the real, a ceaseless roiling of non-ground and ground that implies the irreducibility of part to 
whole. Accordingly, although the fractured, remaindered prius ‘is nothing else than the eternal 
ground for the existence of God, it must contain within itself, although locked up, the essence of 
God as a resplendent glimpse of life in the darkness of the depths’ (PI 30). Instead of materialism or 
pantheism, then, it is Schelling’s claim that God is ‘a life, not merely a being’ and as such subject to 
profound change, which bewildered and appalled Coleridge, and to which he counters in his 
marginal comments that ‘God, as infinite & self-existing, is the alone One, in whom Freedom & 
Necessity can be one and the same, from the Beginning’ (CM 4.441). The capacity of Philosophical 
Investigations to scandalise and baffle Coleridge lay in the way that it exposes the 
incommensurability of forces that underlies any ‘dynamic’ philosophy, an asystasy which threatened 
to lay waste the equilibrium that he sought to establish between the vitality of life and the order of 

 
22 It should be noted here, as Peter Cheyne observes in Contemplative Philosophy, that Coleridge’s argument 

‘does not attempt to prove Schelling incoherent,’ but instead presents an alternative account of divine self-

begetting that eschews ‘a pantheism leaving God bereft of personëity,’ which in turn was ‘untenable to most 

forms of Christianity, especially Trinitarianism’ (284). 
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things. While the identification of the divine with matter and / or nature could be refuted, Coleridge 
found the subjection of God to an indeterminate non-ground, though appalling, more difficult to 
dismiss precisely because of the way in which it is entailed, in Schelling’s demonstration, by the 
dynamic activity of ‘life’ in the system. By arguing that a living system presupposes the presence of a 
disruptive void within the Absolute, Philosophical Investigations undermines not just the 
foundations of Coleridge’s philosophy of / as life, but also divine unity itself.  

 

The caput mortuum.  

And yet, as both Hedley and Rajan have noted, even as he attacked Schelling for (as he saw it) 
rehashing Böhme and mixing philosophical argument with ‘many even more overmeaning or 
unmeaning Quid pro Quos—so many ex. gratiâ, Thing-phrases,’ Coleridge remained fascinated by 
the latter’s ‘uncouth mysticism’ (CM 4.443).23 This in turn raises the question: what was it about the 
bewildering and scandalous Philosophical Investigations that he found so intriguing? One answer 
might lie in the connection between the excessive, indivisible remainder and the excremental logic 
of the Christian incarnation. In positing a void within God, Schelling postulates a model of 
ontogenesis that is more defecatory than emanatory. In its unending struggle with the All, Schelling’s 
non-All persists as the figure of the part that cannot be unified with the whole, as the waste in the 
system that can be neither reincorporated nor flushed away. And yet, as Žižek observes, this vision 
accords with the Protestant concept of the incarnation, in which Christ as Logos is conceived as a 
God who freely identifies himself with his own waste, ‘with the excremental Real that is man […].’24 
In Coleridgean ‘Noetic’ logic (AR 180), God as Prothesis descends into the polarities of Logos and 
Spirit. In Schellingian terms, however, since the Logos is that which God abjects in order to exist as 
communicative love, expelling (and yet acknowledging) defecatory humanity is a process that God 
must undergo if he is to achieve his synthesised existence as Father. In this way, Coleridge’s 
philosophy of / as life is shadowed by a darker chiastic relationship between the idealised Prothesis 
and the abjected prius without whose wasteful divisiveness His being would be impossible.  

For Schelling, then, just as there can be no God without life as pure drive, so there can be no 
human subject without divine shit. This installation of waste as the negation of pure spirit has 
aesthetic as well as theological ramifications, as Žižek’s analysis demonstrates. Among the most 
significant of these is the way in which the aesthetics of the incarnation configures the modern 
subject in relation to an obscene literalisation of the irresolvable conflict between asystatic part and 
organised whole. Consequently, the Protestant subject emerges not as the noumenal figure whose 
unrepresentable essence is displaced into the ineffable experience of the Kantian sublime (or in 
Coleridge, faith), but as the revolting, monstrous entity whose indeterminate being (thanks to the 
gash in the real that establishes its condition of possibility) produces what Žižek calls a ‘null 
representation’: a literal, rather than a metaphorical failure of reconciliation and embodiment. The 
disgust evoked by this excremental kernel within the human is, in turn, ultimately a revulsion at the 
void within God, the abyss through which ‘life’ as growth without form or purpose contaminates 
organisation. Thus, as Žižek notes, ‘the ultimate object of disgust is bare life itself,’ life deprived of 
the protective barrier of the ideal form granted by a stable symbolic order.25  

Nonetheless, it is important to register the emotional ambivalence that lurks within disgust. 
Taken as abjected substance, pure life both repels and attracts. In our fascinated enjoyment of the 

 
23 In Religion, Hedley registers Coleridge’s ambivalence to Schelling’s ‘irrationalist metaphysics,’ noting that he 

was ‘most fascinated, but also rather disturbed, by the Munich Schelling’ (80). Similarly, Rajan claims that 

Coleridge was ‘still secretly fascinated by Schelling once he had acknowledged reading the Freedom essay and 

renounced him’ (‘Unavowable’ 401). 
24 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006) 187. 
25 Slavoj Žižek, Disparities (Bloomsbury, 2016) 159. 
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loathsome and the monstrous we encounter the prius whose excessiveness is the condition of 
possibility for the real. It is this contradictory complex of emotions that lies beneath Coleridge’s 
ambivalent response (a mixture of philosophical rejection and scandalised fascination) to 
Philosophical Investigations, an ambivalence that manifests itself through his own ontology of waste, 
or what he terms the caput mortuum (‘dead head’) of existence. Coleridge deploys the term caput 
mortuum and its variants in a generalised way to denote whatever is dead, inert, and redundant in 
existence and in thought. For example, when, in Biographia Literaria, he attacks David Hartley’s 
claim ‘that the will, and […] all acts of thought and attention, are parts and products of […] the 
phantasmal chaos of association,’ his charge against Hartley is that this materialistic hypothesis 
renders the soul as the mere residue of self-organising matter, the ‘caput mortuum of the Hartleian 
process’ (BL 1.116-17). Tellingly, he deploys a similar expression in his marginalia on Schelling’s 
Philosophische Briefe über Dogmatismus und Kriticismus when he complains of the ‘gross 
materialism’ that underpins Schelling’s system, which rests upon ‘[m]ere [sen]sations, [the] corpus 
[mo]rtuum [of] vol[a]tilized [me]mory’ (CM 4.412). It was this same imputed materialism that had 
led him to suspect, as he put it in the letter to C.A. Tulk, that Schelling had reduced the Deity to an 
abjected ‘Out-birth’ of the system (CL 2.706-07). And yet, the significant common denominator in 
the two cases is not materialism, but the groundlessness of a ‘phantasmal chaos.’  

It is in Theory of Life (1816), however, that the significance of the caput mortuum emerges 
into clear relief. Fittingly, Coleridge’s Theory is itself doubly abjective: a discarded fragment of quasi-
Naturphilosophie that he failed to sublimate into the symbolic structure of his metaphysics, it is also 
the by-product of another aborted project, the ‘Essay on Scrofula,’ which he had attempted to write 
with his physician, James Gillman. While he was writing the ‘Essay,’ Coleridge came to realise that if 
one was to understand ‘the essence of the Disease itself’ (rather than simply enumerating its 
symptoms and accompaniments), then this involved ‘the necessity of a distinct conception of life 
itself, or [...] of the living principle […]’ (SWF 1.477-78). In short, one could not answer the question, 
what is scrofula? without first addressing the question, what is life? In responding to this broader 
issue, Theory seeks to ‘account for Life’ by establishing God as its prior ‘ground or cause’ (SWF 
1.503). Without this ‘living principle,’ the investigation of life risks merely explaining it in terms of 
material organization, thereby prompting the further question: ‘what is not Life that really is?’ For 
Coleridge, there is only one possible answer to this supplementary question: God himself. 
Accounting for life, rather than merely explaining it empirically, involves invoking God as the 
absolute condition of its possibility. Consequently, and in accordance with Coleridge’s hierarchical 
dialectics of Being, life (taken absolutely) conforms to the principle of difference-in-unity or unity-in-
multeity, while in the realm of existence (or taken ‘eminently’), it appears as ‘the principle of 
individuation, or the power which unites a given all into a whole that is presupposed by all its parts’ 
(SWF 1.510). As the disclosive, communicative unfolding of God, life’s emergence is governed by the 
logic of polarity: it is ‘the copula, or the unity of thesis and antithesis, position and counterposition’ 
(SWF 1.518-19) in which the ‘counter-powers actually interpenetrate each other, and generate a 
higher third, including both the former, “ita tamen ut sit alia et major [in such a way that it is 
different and greater]”’ (SWF 1.530). The ratio of life, then, is that of the tertium aliquid insofar as 
this consists in the dialectical production of difference within a principle of unity: accordingly, ‘in the 
identity of the two counter-powers, Life subsists; in their strife it consists: and in their reconciliation 
it at once dies and is born again into a new form, either falling back into the life of the whole, or 
starting anew in the process of individuation’ (SWF 1.520). 

In ‘falling back into the life of the whole,’ however, life inevitably produces waste. In tracing 
the ‘ladder’ (SWF 1. 537) of creation vertically from God to man, and thence from man to animal, 
vegetable and mineral life, Coleridge finds that life excretes its materiality as dead residue, leaving 
behind strata of ‘schistous formations, which we must here assume as in great measure the residua 
of vegetable creations, that have sunk back into the universal life, and in the later predominant 
calcareous masses, which are the caput mortuum of animalized existence’ (SWF 1. 537-38). 
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Preserved in the sedimented layers within the earth are the aborted products of life that could not 
be sublated or synthesised into a higher level of intensity and perfection. On the surface, Coleridge’s 
account merely notes the position of the caput mortuum on the very lowest rung of the ladder of 
creation. It does not register the possibility that waste is itself essential to the productivity of the 
system, much less that its excessiveness might form the fundamental precondition of the logic of 
creation behind the tertium aliquid itself. Coleridge’s response to this suggestion would doubtless be 
that life presupposes God, not the reverse. And yet the problem that he faces is that his chiastic 
philosophy of/as life short-circuits the relationship between explanandum and explanans. Life as 
explanandum, he insists, must be accounted for according to the explanans of a ‘living principle’. The 
alternative (explaining life in terms of abstract qualities or empirical principles) ‘is the philosophy of 
Death, and only of a dead nature can it hold good’ (SWF 1.530). Invoking a living principle, however, 
reintroduces at the level of the explanans the problem of how to account for the ‘life’ in the 
‘principle,’ which raises the uncomfortable possibility that life might be at work everywhere, even in 
the divine ratio governing productivity. This, we recall, is precisely Schelling’s claim in Philosophical 
Investigations when he argues that God is ‘a life, not merely a being’ and as such ‘subject to 
suffering and change’ (CM 4.441). Eternally caught in the gravitational pull of the negating caput 
mortuum, the Absolute as One cannot not be isolated from the Absolute as less than nothing: God’s 
plenitude is inseparable from his waste. 

There is an instructive contrast to be drawn here between Schelling’s philosophy, which 
preserves the excremental, and Coleridge’s, which attempts to expel it. For Schelling, the abjected 
caput mortuum is the indivisible remainder or dark prius that forms the ‘unprethinkable’ (AW 12) 
condition of God’s existence. In Philosophical Investigations he describes how God’s chaotic non-
ground of pure indifference finally emerges into existence and difference with the appearance of the 
Logos or word. The indifferent ground then recedes and ‘dissolves itself, as the initial yearning does 
in man when he crosses over to clarity and, as an enduring being, grounds himself, in that everything 
true and good in this yearning is raised into bright consciousness […].’ Despite man’s self-grounding, 
the non-ground endures as the indivisible remainder that forms the prius, just as ‘the false and 
unclean, is locked away forever in the darkness as the eternally dark ground of selfhood, as caput 
mortuum of his life process and as potency left behind that can never emerge into actuality [zum 
Aktus]’ (PI 70). Rather than being consigned to the wastes of redundant materiality, in Schelling’s 
account the ‘dead head’ of life, as a ‘potency’ prior to ‘actuality,’ preserves the incommensurable 
otherness within the Absolute from which God never completely manages to extricate himself (since 
to do so would be to bring an end to life itself). From a Coleridgean perspective, however, by 
inscribing the caput mortuum within the Absolute, Schelling effectively transplants Hartley’s 
‘phantasmal chaos’ from the psychological realm of the associative imagination into the ontological 
arena of Absolute Being. Consequently, on Schelling’s scheme, just as the productivity of the tertium 
aliquid depends upon the excessiveness of the caput mortuum, so the dignity of the Prothesis is 
inconceivable without God’s waste. 

 

Conclusion: The excrescences of Life. 

Although Coleridge publicly disavowed Schelling’s philosophy after 1817, his notes and private 
comments reveal the extent to which the chaotic non-ground it described continued to fascinate 
him. One instance of this occurs in his gloss to Schelling’s explanation of the origins of disgust. 
Observing the human tendency to be revolted by life forms that pose no physical threat, Schelling 
attributes this to a malformation in all repellent creatures that stems from a primordial eruption of 
the prius. Our disgust at such creatures, he reasons, ‘can be explained only as the result of an 
excitation of the irrational or dark principle of the creature that occurred at the original creation’ 
(CM 4.430). Indeed, he claims, the caput mortuum of extinct species in the earth is evidence that the 
‘inchoate ground’ of nature ‘may have attempted a creation on its own which, however, in the end 



12 
 

always sank back into chaos because the bond of love was lacking’ (CM 4.431). Though God’s loving 
creation brought lifeforms capable of flourishing into existence, the malign agency of the prius 
remains visible in repugnant creatures both extinct and existing. To this account Coleridge adds the 
following annotation: 

[I h]ave often [dr]eamt of [th]is, as [a] Theory of [Hy]datids, [Ta]pe-worms and other 
[ex]crescences [of] Life. Supp<ose> [a] brief [me]tathesis of [? the] Bildungstrieb = nisus 
formativus, from its [ap]propriate Organs in Male or Female, to the [St]omach, or Liver. (CM 
4.431-32) 

Having attended Blumenbach’s lectures on physiology in Göttingen in 1799 (BL 1.207), 
Coleridge was familiar with the notion of the Bildungstrieb or nisus formativus, the vital power 
which, it was hypothesised, endowed matter with order and form, and his own medical research was 
influenced by the idea that all disease could ultimately be traced to a malformation of this force. In 
this comment, however, Coleridge toys with a more radical possibility. By associating his ‘Theory of 
Hydatids’ (larvae of tapeworm) with a dream or fantasy, Coleridge allows himself to imagine a 
scenario where Schelling’s account is true, so that in certain creatures (such as tapeworms) one 
might witness the abjected indifference of the non-ground creeping insidiously into existence. What 
Schelling’s middle-period philosophy suggests, as Rajan aptly phrases it, is that ‘degeneration is at 
the heart of life’ and that, fundamentally, there can be no creation without excretion, no flourishing 
without entropy.26 This in turn implies that Life as unified growth presupposes the distorted 
metathesis of the Bildungstrieb, or ‘life’ as an excrescence—that within every organic tertium aliquid 
there is a void, an inert caput mortuum of less than nothing that remains simultaneously the 
former’s condition of possibility and its impossibility. For Coleridge, then, the true scandal of 
Schelling’s philosophy of freedom is not pantheism or materialism, but the bewildering claim that 
order is somehow grounded in ordure, and that, in the indivisible remainder, Being itself is riven by 
an abjected, ‘phantasmal’ non-ground that grasps the subject with the fascinating and uncanny 
knowledge of its own impossibility. 

 

  

 
26 Rajan, ‘Unavowable’ 409. See also Ellerman, ‘Late Coleridge’: ‘[t]he problem [for Coleridge] is that an 

absolute life cannot be isolated from its deformed or diseased manifestations’ (41). 
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