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BIOPOLITICS AND COMMUNITY OF LIFE: BETWEEN
NATURALISM AND ANIMISM

Inna Viriasova

INTRODUCTION

This essay raises the question of “what is community?” and, more specifically, “what is a community of /iv-
ing beings?” In light of historical and contemporary attempts to address the notion of community, I want to
ask once again: what is it that makes sharing among the /iving possible? How may the “sense” of being alive
constitute community? In other words, is there such a phenomenon as a community of life and if so, then,
what constitutes the community of /iving beings? To begin questioning this way, it is necessary to take into
consideration the historical context from within which this question arises. In this respect, one cannot address
the question of community or life without speaking to the biopolitical horizon that characterizes Western mo-
dernity. The biopolitical community of life, as I examine below, is an exclusionary community of care for the
living (strictly defined through their biological life) relying on the distinction of the human population from its
“natural” environment. The latter, in its turn, is objectified either as a sterilized space containing the population
or as a threat of “wilderness” that must be secured. In this regard, there is a way in which the biopolitical com-
munity of life becomes reducible to humanity, conceptually foreclosing life’s openness to a non-human outside.
In response to this closure, I want to put biopolitical theory into conversation with a radical phenomenology
of life in order to think a community of life that is not marked by such a closure, but is rather open to a variety
of human and non-human forms of living. Driven by this aim, the present essay firstly examines the notion of
a biopolitical community of life and identifies its problematic, which, I propose, is not body but interiority or
“soul.” Given this problematic, I argue that biopolitics is subject to a critique of naturalist bias, which consists
in denying nonhumans the “privilege” of interiority or soul that lies at the basis of the biopolitical community
of care for human life. Based on a deconstruction of naturalist ontology, this essay proposes that we might
begin to think a community of life “beyond” biopolitics based on Roberto Esposito’s project of affirmative
biopolitics as well as on animist thought, the kernel of which, I suggest, can be found in Michel Henry’s radical
phenomenology of life. As a result, the aim of this essay is two-fold: the first is to trace the fate of interiority
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or “soul” in contemporary biopolitical theory, and the second is to attempt to “redeem” this notion of “soul”
through recourse to the animist principles found in a radical phenomenology of life, which opens to the pos-
sibility of thinking a community of life as shared interiority. The primary claim of this essay is that rethinking
and affirming non-naturalist “soul” is one of the key strategies of resistance to modern biopolitics and the
exclusionary mechanisms of its community.

This project unfolds at the intersection of four streams of research, all of which have significant presence in
academic literature. Firstly, as it sets out to argue that the primary problematic of biopolitics is “soul,” it taps
into and extends the work that has been accomplished by a number of post-Marxist, post-operaist or autono-
mist philosophers who, in most general terms, concern themselves with the questions of cognitive capitalism,
and immaterial and affective labour.! The notion of “soul” appears in their work, however metaphorically, to
mark the primary site of intervention of biopolitical government in late capitalist societies. The work of Franco
Berardi in particular stands out in this regard, as he argues, following Foucault, that while during the formation
of industrial societies the primacy was given to the disciplining and subsequent exploitation or subduing of
the “body” by the machines of social production, with the rise of “semiocapitalism,” the primary tools for the
production of value become “the mind, language and creativity” or, simply put, the “soul.” The soul, according
to Berardi’s materialistic definition, has nothing to do with spirit, but is “the vital breath that converts biological
matter into an animated body.”? In other words, it is “animated, creative, linguistic, emotional corporeality.”
This soul is put to work by semiocapitalism, constituting a new form of alienation. Berardi concludes that with
the rise of post-Fordist mode of production “[c]ontrol over the body is no longer exerted by molar mechanisms
of constriction ... [but] by the modelling of the soul” through such mechanism as “psychopharmacology, mass
communication and the predisposition of informatics interfaces.” While I agree with Berardi’s excellent analy-
sis of the soul’s exploitation by semiocapitalism, I suggest that control over the body through modelling of inte-
riority is co-originary with emergence of biopolitics, coinciding with the process of industrialization. Through
a reading of Foucault, I argue that the disciplining practices, which Berardi identifies as primarily corporeal,
were already intimately connected with the work on the soul performed by the multiple apparatuses of social
production. Furthermore, while Berardi’s analysis is focused on the ways in which the specifically human soul
is modelled and exploited by capital, I want to illuminate the logic of exclusion of nonhuman, “soulless” life
in the process of production of human, “ensouled” life that emerges as the primary object of biopolitical care.

The second body of research relevant to the present essay revolves around Roberto Esposito’s genealogy and
critique of “the dispositif of the person,” the biopolitical function of which consists in separating and exclud-
ing natural or animal aspects of life from the human domain indexed by the artifice of personhood. Esposito’s
work on the person has gained significant recognition in recent, particularly post-humanist, scholarship that
strives to examine the question of the constitutive relationship between humanity and animality. The aim and
the logic of the argument of the present essay is very close to that of Esposito’s; however, in order to outline
the biopolitical mechanism of distinction of the human population from its natural environment, I rely on the
notion of “soul” rather than “person,” interpreting the former as a dispositif in its own right that has intersected
with the latter throughout history, but became practically identical with it only after the Christianization of both
notions, and especially with the emergence of Protestantism.> Consequently, de-theologization of these notions
may lead to their decoupling, resulting in two distinct conceptual complexes (“the living person” in Esposito’s
case, and community of shared “soul” or interiority in mine), which equally index positions of resistance to the
negative effects of biopolitics. The third stream of research that this essay speaks to and aspires to contribute
to has recently become, under a general name of “animism” or “new animism,” an important tool of the de-
colonization of thought within such varied academic disciplines as anthropology, geography, political theory
and philosophy.® Lastly, instead of directly addressing indigenous animist beliefs and practices, which lie at the
core of research on “new animism,” this essay attempts to illuminate an animist kernel in Michel Henry’s phe-
nomenology of life and to show how his understanding of the community of life can be extended to non-human
living beings, thus contributing to scholarship that integrates post-humanist aspirations with phenomenological
inquiry focused on Henry’s philosophy.’
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BIOPOLITICS OF BODIES AND SOULS

Michel Foucault has famously suggested that modernity is marked by a shift in political ontology: if once poli-
tics was only an additional capacity of a living human animal, modern politics places this animal’s existence
as a living being in question.® Life itself becomes the primary object of power and its technologies that aim to
study, measure, and control, enhance, multiply or simply care for it. This “life,” however, is not just a neutral
domain in which politics intervenes. Politics partakes in the construction of its own object: it invests life with
a certain meaning that allows life’s very politicization. As Foucault notes, modern “man” had to learn what it
means to be alive, to be a living being: “[m]ethods of power and knowledge assumed responsibility for the life
processes and undertook to control and modify them. Western man was gradually learning what it meant to be
a living species in a living world.” That is, life was objectified as a property of “man” that had to be studied
and analyzed.

This objectification of life is based on a specific development in the 19" century—the establishment of “the
conditions of possibility of a biology” —a rigorous scientific approach to life.!” It is possible to discern some im-
portant aspects of Foucault’s analysis that illuminate the process of emergence of biopolitics (which became the
primary object of his work in the 1970’s and 1980’s) in The Order of Things, Foucault’s early archaeological
work of 1966. There Foucault shows how the transition from the Classical to the Modern episteme is marked
by a shift from a “taxonomic” to a “synthetic” notion of life, and it is the latter that established the ground for
the emergence of modern biology and biopolitics. According to Foucault, the “synthetic” notion refers to life
as the invisible “unity” that reconciles and draws together “the great dispersion of visible differences” of living
organisms. If the taxonomic notion of life was based on a tabular representation of the multiplicity of beings,
the synthetic notion of life aims to establish transcendental continuity between visible beings or empirically
observable living organisms. However, while living organisms can be easily accessed by scientific techniques
and subjected to experimentation, life itself, the “enigmatic” centre of identity supposedly shared by these
organisms, receives no essential definition, it is rendered “non-perceptible” and “purely functional.” As such,
it can be experienced, perceived or known only through the observation of the multiple “plans” for its mainte-
nance. “Life withdraws into the enigma of a force inaccessible in its essence, apprehendable only in the efforts
it makes here and there to manifest and maintain itself.”'! The life of an organism is thought of as a synthesis
of the functions of its own maintenance; as such life is paradoxically excluded from its own field, which is
instead occupied by the visible bodies that share in the universality of something called “life,” in the power that
moves them but itself remains absent. In sum, from the perspective of modern biology, the only way life can
be manifest is as living organisms; and so, the modern notion of life develops in correlation with the visible
domain of the living body. This objectification of life’s “essence” through organismic representation bears real
consequences for politics: it allows this “life” to become a field that can be governed, ordered and cared for by
means of scientific knowledge. Biopolitics, in governing life, has no need to speculate about the essence of life,
but only to know life—to constantly incite the production of new hard evidence of what it means to be a living
body, which can be then applied to the ordering of populations.

What are the domains of knowledge upon which biopolitics relies in its government of life? The first domain is
biology, as noted above, and the related scientific disciplines that take upon themselves the study of life and its
functions. The second is the domain of human and social sciences that, far more often than biology, mediate the
relationship between politics and “life.” The reason for this is that biopolitics aims to care not for all life equal-
ly, but singles out human populations as its primary site of intervention. In a way, biopolitics, in its government
of living bodies, relies upon the centuries old distinction between a body and a soul and, consequently, relates
differently to those bodies that presumably are endowed with “soul” (i.e., human bodies) and those that possess
inferior kinds of “soul” or lack it altogether (i.e. animals, plants, inorganic objects, etc.). In other words, the
site of biopolitical care is the living body; however, a body indexed by soul is the privileged body of this care.
As aresult, the human and social sciences emerge to address this modern need to know human life—the life of
an organism that has interiority or “soul”—and practically replace previously dominant Christian practices of
pastoral care for the soul. In sum, the modern biopolitical government of human populations occurs through
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the mediation of the human sciences, while the non-human living mass can be ordered and governed based on
the evidence produced by the natural sciences.

It is my contention that the production of knowledge about “life” by the human sciences conceals the void,
which life necessarily remains for biology, and creates an impression of power’s control over “life” by filling
this void with knowledge about human “soul,” mind, consciousness or interiority. As Foucault notes, when “bi-
ological existence was reflected in political existence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible substrate
... [but] passed into knowledge’s field of control and power’s sphere of intervention.”'> What this effectively
amounts to is that the human sciences make bodily regulation available to politics via the work they perform
on “soul.” This important aspect of biopolitical care has remained obscured in Foucaultian scholarship due to
Foucault’s own continuing emphasis on the material or bodily aspect of biopolitical power-knowledge rela-
tions. As Simona Forti similarly notes, for many scholars the notion of “the biopolitics of souls” would appear
as an oxymoron, since biopolitics is generally used to describe a “politics of the body.”!* However, as already
noted above, the question of soul has captured attention of such thinkers of affective and immaterial labour as
Berardi, Hardt and Negri, Lazzarato, and Virno, who suggest that in post-Fordist societies the production of
value is derived through the exploitation of the souls of the new class of intellectual workers or “cognitariat”
(i.e. their communicative capacities, imagination, affects, etc.) The work of Nikolas Rose in also remarkable
in this regard. In Governing the Soul he presents an excellent analysis of how the human sciences and “human
technologies” that developed in the twentieth century “have played a constitutive role in shaping the ways in
which we think of ourselves and act upon ourselves.”'* Specifically, he shows how in liberal and neoliberal so-
cieties the citizens’ “souls,” i.e. thoughts, feelings, actions, intelligence, and personality, are socially organized
and managed in minute particulars. That is, he points to the way in which conduct is regulated by governments
by acting upon citizens’ mental capacities and propensities through various complex apparatuses, such as the
military, the school, the family and the justice system. Most importantly, Rose shows how the modern “govern-
ment of the soul depends upon our recognition of ourselves as ideally and potentially certain sorts of person,
the unease generated by a normative judgement of what we are and could become, and the incitement offered
to overcome this discrepancy by following the advice of experts in the management of the self.”'3

In a similar vein, I want to suggest, without denying the fact that the body is the ultimate object of biopolitical
regulation, that it is not any body or any biological entity that is equally cared for, but rather the specifically Au-
man body, which is a body that is thought to be endowed with “soul.” While biology studies the hidden depths
of the body in total disregard for its real or fictitious interiority, the human sciences address the privileged site
of biopolitical government or intervention— variously identified as the soul, interiority, mind or consciousness.
Thus, what we witness in this “division of labour” between the natural and the human sciences is the establish-
ment of life as the all-inclusive biological continuum and the simultaneous fragmentation of this continuum
into non-human existence, which is either completely soulless or animated by an inferior “kind” of soul, and
the pliable material of human life that can be politicized through an intervention into its “soul” by means of
rational knowledge.

But what is this “soul” of biopolitics? It is surely not the soul of theologians, not a pre-existing God-given sub-
stance, but an effect of power. It is an instrumental invention, a meta-fiction that provides access to the body.
Foucault writes:

the soul is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul is the prison of the body. ... This real,
non-corporal soul is not a substance; it is the element in which are articulated the effects of a certain type of
power and the reference of a certain type of knowledge, the machinery by which the power relations give
rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, and knowledge extends and reinforces the effects of this power.'®

While earlier forms of government relied on the violent dictum of the sovereign, who had the “right to rake
life or let live,”"” modern biopolitics relies on the more “gentle” practice of “conducting conduct.”'® From a
slightly different angle, modern biopolitics operates by “governing the soul,” based on various practices of
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subjectivation, i.e. cultivation of certain kinds of selfthood, subjectivity or interiority. As Rose puts it, “the ‘soul’
of the citizen has entered directly into political discourse and the practice of government.”" I believe that in his
later works, Foucault returns to the question of “soul” as the primary site of both intervention of biopolitical
governmentality and of resistance or freedom. Such notions as “technologies of the self” as well as “care of
the self” can be interpreted as indicative of Foucault’s lasting interest in the role of something like interiority
in power relations.

In sum, I argue that there are two major aspects of modern biopolitics: first, it relies on the biological (i.e.,
scientific) objectification of life; and second, it constructs or “models the soul,” to use Berardi’s phrase, as the
site of governmental intervention directed at the body. This has a direct effect on the kind of community that
biopolitics produces. The simplest way to think of this biopolitical community is biological, meaning that the
community of life is merely the sum total of all organisms that “qualify” as living according to the scientific
method. That is, membership in the community of life depends on meeting the requirements of the lowest com-
mon denominator that distinguishes the living from the non-living (metabolism, growth, response to stimuli,
reproduction, etc.). However, this is not the case in practice, since, as suggested above, biopolitics depends
on an added quality of interiority. Consequently, the biopolitical community of life, of care for the living, is
centred on humanity, insofar as it is only humanity that is endowed with “soul” in the “naturalist ontology” of
modernity. But what defines this naturalist horizon within which biopolitics emerges and operates?

“THE CERTAINTIES OF NATURALISM”: NEUTERED NATURE AND IMMUNIZED
COMMUNITY

Contemporary French anthropologist Philippe Descola, in an attempt to denaturalize the commonsensical dis-
tinction between “culture” and “nature” characteristic of Western modernity, suggests that once we step outside
the Western world we will, in fact, encounter alternative ontologies, not all of which subscribe to this dualistic
worldview. Nevertheless, he proposes that despite noticeable local differences, it is possible to discern a uni-
versal “syntax for the composition of the world” that is shared by all the civilizations about which we have
learned something from ethnography and history.?’ This syntax is defined by a combination of two particular
factors or levels of experience that serve as the tools of identification and categorization of beings and things
that humans encounter in their environment. This “mechanism of ontological discrimination,” of the establish-
ment of continuities and discontinuities among various beings and things, relies on the attribution or denial to
them of the qualities of “physicality” and “interiority.” The latter refers to what we generally call “the mind,
the soul, or consciousness,” and the former “concerns external form, substance, the physiological, perceptive
and sensorimotor processes, even a being’s constitution and way of acting in the world.”? Descola addresses
possible criticisms of the universal projection of this distinction and suggests that binary oppositions are not a
Western invention but are widely used by all peoples. They constitute “a system of elementary contrast” and,
consequently, it is not its “form” that must be questioned but “rather the suggested universality of [its] con-
tent.”? That is, the formal distinction of interiority from the physical exterior does not predefine the content of
these interior and exterior worlds. While, for instance, the limits of self or person (as “a single unit of experi-
ence”) in the Western world would, at least in the majority of cases, coincide with the limits of a “body,” many
examples from other ontological systems suggest that the “inner person” is not necessarily limited to a single
body, but can be fragmented into many units and distributed among various human or nonhuman elements
in the environment.* However, Descola argues, this fact of variation in the content of “self” is not enough to
dismiss the universality of its formal appearance across all known peoples or civilizations.

Peoples attribute the characteristics of interiority and physicality differently to human and non-human entities
in their environments, resulting in the constitution of “four major types of ontology”—“totemism,” “analo-
gism,” “animism,” and “naturalism.” Descola explains:

Faced with some other entity, human or nonhuman, I can assume either that it possesses elements of physi-
cality and interiority identical to my own [totemism], that both its interiority and its physicality are distinct
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from mine [analogism], that we have similar interiorities and different physicalities [animism], or, finally,
that our interiorities are different and our physicalities are analogous [naturalism].?

We can observe different ways of “patterning of the world” based on the selective assignment or denial of the
attributes of interiority and physicality to other existing things. Importantly, these systems of attribution “in
turn provide anchoring points for sociocosmic forms of aggregation and conceptions of self and non-self.” In
other words, they outline the various conditions of possibility of community.

Naturalist ontology is most relevant for my purposes since it is prevalent in Western modernity. From a natural-
ist perspective, humans are similar to non-humans because they possess shared materiality, they emerge from
the same “nature”: “since Descartes and above all Darwin, we have no hesitation in recognizing that the physi-
cal component of our humanity places us in a material continuum within which we do not appear to be unique
creatures any more significant than any other organized being.”> However, at the very same time, humanity
is distinguished from nonhumans through mind, soul, subjectivity, and language, etc. This ambivalence is a
symptom of “an essential paradox of modern naturalism”: it regards a nonhuman, especially an animal, “either
as the lowest common denominator of a universal image of humanity or else as the perfect counterexample
that makes it possible to define the specific nature of that humanity.”?® Even though this paradox is inherent to
naturalism, it is the latter attitude that has dominated the West: the material continuum of life is endlessly dis-
rupted or relegated to the background through an emphasis on “the exceptional nature of the internal attributes
by which humans are distinguishable from other existing beings.”? Biopolitics is a product of this naturalist ho-
rizon, particularly insofar as it depends on the objectification of life through biology —the establishment of the
“material continuum” of life (“nature”)—and, simultaneously, on the distinction between basically “soulless”
existence and a domain of human artifice (“culture”), marked by the activity of conscious persons or subjects.
What position does the naturalist exterior of “nature” occupy in relation to the human domain of “culture”?
Through the advance of scientific knowledge and technology, the mathematization of space, and the invention
of “new tools for making reality visible” (e.g. the emergence of landscape painting and the new rules of per-
spective artificialis, the invention of the microscope and the telescope, etc.), mastery over wild nature finally
becomes possible. In Descola’s words, “nature, now dumb, odor-free, and intangible, had been left devoid of
life. Gentle Mother Nature was forgotten, and Nature the cruel stepmother had disappeared; all that remained
was a ventriloquist’s dummy, of which man could make himself, as it were, the lord and master.”* Thus, nature
has not been discovered through the efforts of a cohort of great minds, but has been rather “constructed little
by little as an ontological tool of a particular kind, designed to serve as the foundation of the cosmogenesis of
modernity.”3" And in this modern cosmos, a human subject, one who “knows” and who, presumably, “acts”
out of free will (a product of “soul”), is assigned the responsibility to understand and control the nonhuman.
The modern continuum of life emerges as essentially split into subjective life, the primary object of biopoliti-
cal mastery and normalization, and “dumb” life or “nature” that comes to the attention of politics as a domain
that has to be sterilized or neutralized in order to secure the well-being of human populations. The nonhuman
domain has no significant agency and as such it is only a part of the environment, the “interests” of which can
be represented only by humanity and for the sake of humanity.

Descola’s analysis of the split between culture and nature in naturalist ontology becomes even more relevant
for the problem of political government when we compare it with Foucault’s analysis of the modern mecha-
nisms of security, which broadly rely on management of the relation between the inside and outside, as well
as between natural and artificial “milieus.” On many occasions, Foucault addresses the process of securing or
protecting populations as an integral part of biopolitical care.’> Mechanisms of security are directed at control-
ling both external threats and internal dangers that arise within the social body itself. The practice of “racism,”
for example, is inevitably linked to the need to protect society from the contaminated or impure elements in the
social body. Racism introduces “a break into domain of life” between what may live and be protected and what
must be eliminated or simply allowed to die.* Interestingly enough, many of these practices of racism might
be better described as forms of “speciesism,” insofar as the threat that has to be eliminated is often presented
in nonhuman or dehumanized form.*
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“Nature” primarily concerns biopolitics as a source of danger and impurity or as a source of vital resources
necessary for the well-being of that “set of elements that form part of the general system of living beings”
(population). The environment enters into relation with populations as pathogens, parasites and vermin that
infest the city and that have to be eliminated and controlled, or as food or shelter, which, again, have to be
decontaminated and sterilized for the sake of securing population’s good health. For example, a town, as a mod-
ern space of security, is constructed with a number of functions in mind, one of which is “hygiene” —a spatial
arrangement that is supposed to allow for the proper circulation, “airing” and thus minimization of potential
risks, inconveniences and “morbid miasmas.”®

Foucault refers to this “field of intervention” of the apparatuses of security as their “milieu”—“the space in
which a series of uncertain elements unfolds.”* These apparatuses fabricate, organize and plan a milieu in
order to shape a population that inhabits it. Importantly, the milieu is a set of both “natural givens—rivers,
marshes, hills” and “artificial givens—an agglomeration of individuals, of houses, etcetera.” And political
power is exercised at the point of their connection, “where nature, in the sense of physical elements, interferes
with nature in the sense of the nature of the human species,” that is, at the intersection of “nature” and “ar-
tifice.” As a result of this intervention, of acting on the milieu, it becomes possible for power to change the
human species, i.e. to mould a population. We can once again notice how through the mechanisms of security
human populations are distinguished from the general mass of living and nonliving beings, further exemplify-
ing the naturalist fragmentation of life’s continuum. Biopolitical care for life is thus a practice of closure, of
severing life’s connection to its own openness and (material) community. However, Foucault would insist that
this closure is never permanent or stable insofar as a milieu is not a fixed set of elements that allow for perfect
knowledge and control, but rather a space of uncertainty. In the end, the mechanisms of security rely only on
“probabilities,” knowing full well that the risky and the inconvenient will never be completely suppressed. The
aim of biopolitical government, then, is to ensure proper or effective circulation of the multiple elements in its
milieu, and to prevent the accumulation of “morbid miasmas” rather than to eliminate them completely.

AFFIRMATIVE BIOPOLITICS AND CORRECTIVE NATURALISM: TOWARD POST-
HUMANIST COMMUNITY

Roberto Esposito’s notion of “immunity” and his later notion of the “dispositif of the person” significantly
further our understanding of the biopolitical mechanisms of security and, specifically, of their interaction with
the milieu. Esposito’s examination of the process of immunization clarifies the connection between the natural-
ist ontology of the modern biopolitical regime and the kind of community it shapes. In a nutshell, according to
Esposito, while community “breaks down the barriers of individual identity,” immunity is a way of construct-
ing these barriers “in defensive and offensive forms, against any external element that threatens it.”> Immunity
protects life from its communal element, from extending too far toward the insecure outside and at the same
time keeps this outside from reaching inside. Immunity forms an impermeable membrane that aggressively
regulates the relationship between the safe inside and the insecure outside. While immunity is necessary for the
preservation of life, when it goes beyond a certain threshold, “it forces life into a sort of cage where not only
our freedom gets lost but also the very meaning of our existence—that opening of existence outside itself that
takes the name of communitas.”*

If “life is the event, the situation, which by definition tends to escape its own confines—it tends to break down
its own limits and turn itself inside out,”*' then immunization represents “the sacrifice of the living—of every
qualified life, that is—for the sake of mere survival. It is the reduction of life to its bare biological matter.”*?
As a result, politics that regulates and orders life is in direct contact only with biological life. However, as dis-
cussed above, biopolitics, despite its reduction of life to biology, requires access to a dimension of interiority
for its operation. Life as “mere survival” or biological existence, then, is not a homogeneous substratum but is
differentiated at least into two major forms: one that possesses interiority or soul and one that lacks it. Esposito
addresses this question through the notion of “the dispositif of the person.”* He shows how in the West an attri-
bution of personhood to certain forms of life results in their inclusion into an immunized community, such as a
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community of law. In other words, life declared worthy of living is personal life, while biological mass lacking
in the qualities of personhood can be easily ignored or even destroyed. What “survives” the process of immu-
nization is the person, resulting in a hierarchical organization of different forms of life. I argue, in this respect,
that what Esposito calls the dispositif of the person is analogous to a more general dispositif of the soul, upon
which modern biopolitics cannot help but rely in its government of human bodies and populations. These two
dispositifs have intersected throughout history and become practically indistinguishable in Christian thought,
especially with the advent of Protestantism. As a result, it is possible to analyse the naturalist bias of modern
biopolitics through both the notion of personhood as well as soul, however, their critical de-theologization
(which is an explicit task of Esposito’s critique of the person) must also result in their decoupling. As such,
I suggest that it is possible to speak of interiority in a non-spiritual, non-personal and non-immunized sense,
thus reworking the biopolitical dispositif of the soul in positive terms that may outline a possibility of a non-
exclusionary community of inner life.*

In a similar way to Descola, who suggests that modern naturalist ontology prioritizes humanity over the non-
human, confining the latter to exterior “nature,” Esposito shows how the modern mechanisms of immunity
endeavour to keep at bay the “impersonal” elements present in any milieu by declaring them “threats” to the life
of the human persons and populations. In the end, modern biopolitical community is a product of the ongoing
process of exclusion and separation of the inside from the outside. It is essentially a community that is immune
to life’s openness to the outside; it is immune to its own commonality. Biopolitical community, then, is noth-
ing but auto-immunity. However, despite the similarities, what distinguishes Esposito’s analysis of immunity
from Descola’s critique of naturalism is his insistence on the dialectical ambiguity of the immunitary dispositif.
Esposito suggests that the negative or exclusionary operation of the latter simultaneously presents a condition
of possibility of an opening toward a more inclusive community of life.

Esposito frames his solution to the problem of the negative effects of immunization in terms of “affirmative
biopolitics,” which consists in conceptualizing “the function of immune systems in a different way, making
them into relational filters between inside and outside instead of exclusionary barriers.”* In this respect, he
identifies two fronts of action: the first is directed at “disabling the apparatuses of negative immunization” and
the second at “enabling new spaces of the common.”® It is the latter task that guides Esposito’s current thought,
suggesting a way of thinking community “beyond” the exclusionary model of modern biopolitics grounded,
as [ argued above, in naturalism. However, Esposito’s project of affirmative biopolitics, similarly to many new
materialist philosophies, does not invent a new non-naturalist ontology, but rather reworks naturalism so as to
bring out and affirm historically marginalized trends of thought that had recognized the material continuity of
life as the ground of the common. In this framework, affirmative biopolitics creates an opening to life’s com-
munity through an embrace of the nonhuman outside or, rather, through a partial erasure of the limit between
interiority and exteriority, through blurring the boundary between the human and the animal, and bringing out
the inhuman within the human (while the role of biopolitics consists in repressing the inhuman).

While Esposito suggests that immunitary biopolitics primarily secures life from “an excess of community,” he
does not fail to acknowledge a different side of this modern dispositif. It is this ambiguity of immunity that al-
lows for an affirmation of life’s power. Biopolitics holds a dual potential: it can take the form of either “the self-
destructive revolt of immunity against itself or an opening to its converse, community.”* The key to a positive
function of immunity proceeds from a rethinking of the notion of the self (or the inside) that the immunitary
mechanism is supposed to preserve. Relying on the findings of immunological research, Esposito brings to our
attention the fact that, for example, such phenomenon as immunitary folerance is not a failure of the immune
system but rather its active product. And, consequently, “if tolerance is a product of the immune system itself,
it means that, far from having a single-response repertoire, that of rejecting other-than-self, it includes the other
within itself.”*® As in the case of human pregnancy, the coexistence of the mother and the fetus depends on the
strength of reaction of mother’s immune system as well as on genetic foreignness of the father: the mother’s
immune system generates antibodies that “mask” the fetus and thus ensure the survival of this “alien” body
of the fetus within mother’s body. This coexistence, then, is not a peaceful symbiosis, but a furious battle, in
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which survival of the fetus directly depends on the strength of attack of the mother’s immunity. But in the end,
this fight is not to the death but “to life,” which turns immunity into community and proves that difference
and conflict are not necessarily destructive.* The immunitary mechanism, while it rejects an exterior threat to
a body’s integrity, essentially depends on the system’s communication with its environment; in other words,
despite its closure, immunity relies on exposure to the outside. This exposure is not accidental; it is an integral
part of what defines the interiority of “self” in the first instance. In this respect, immunologists, such as Alfred
Tauber, suggest that “organic integrity is only a secondary, derivative function of the immune system, while
its main function is to define the identity of the subject,” which is “the ever-changing product of a dynamic,
competitive interaction with the environment rather than a definitive and inalterable given.” The self, thus,
emerges at the intersection of the inside with the outside, as a result of the interaction between two different
series of elements—human and nonhuman.

Immunity protects the self, but its limits are flexible: the “immunological self” is “permeable” or “semi-per-
meable.” It is able to interact with human and nonhuman others, and its body is an “ecosystem’ or “a social
community” rather than a locus contained by the outer layer of the skin. The body is thus modifiable insofar
as it enters into a symbiotic relationship with what is other than itself. “It bears within itself another body ... or
an other-than-body: a thing, device, or machine.”' Due to its numberless “prostheses,” the subject no longer
coincides with its own “skin.” In sum, Esposito argues that the balance or equilibrium that the immune system
reaches is not the result of a mere reaction against something other than self, “but the joining line, or the point
of convergence, between two divergent series.”? Similarly to the apparatuses of security that, as Foucault
suggests, intervene at the intersection of the artificial and natural milieus, the immunitary dispositif functions
at the point of convergence between the inside and outside, between the “interiority” of the human self and
nonhuman “exteriority.”

In this respect, Esposito’s recourse to Deleuze’s notion of “becoming-animal” is emblematic. Esposito, similar-
ly to Foucault and Descola, observes that modern ontology is marked by the rejection of the material continuity
of life, insofar as humanity continues to be defined through opposition to the animal. The figure of becoming-
animal or, to use the term coined by Esposito, of “the living person” is “the vindication of animality as our
most intimate nature ... The animal—in the human, of the human—means above all multiplicity, plurality, as-
semblage with what surrounds us and with what always dwells inside us.”? It is a gesture that brings to the fore
the material unity of embodied life and blurs the distinction between human personal life and the impersonal
existence of nature. Contamination and metamorphosis rather than purification are the guiding principles of the
relationships that a human self establishes with its nonhuman others. And unlike the dominant ontology of mo-
dernity, which separates and keeps at a distance the domains of humanity (“culture”) and its mute counterpart
(“nature™), the living person “brings into relationship completely heterogeneous terms—like a human being,
an animal, and a micro-organism; but even a tree, a season, and an atmosphere: because what matters in the
becoming-animal, even before its relationship with the animal, is especially the becoming of a life that only in-
dividuates itself by breaking the chains and prohibitions, the barriers and boundaries, that the human has etched
within it.”** The living person is coextensive with life and, as a result, the community of life is a community that
is coextensive with the “living personhood” of the various elements of the heterogeneous multiplicity, which is
in no way limited to humanity. The living person embraces immunity as an opening toward the outside rather
than as a mechanism of closure. Its immunity merely mediates the unstable relationship between interiority and
exteriority, thus constructing a dynamic space of “self” that embraces otherness. However, it remains unclear
exactly how Esposito envisions the constitution of this inner self of the living personhood and its concrete
phenomenality. It appears to be the most positive and at the same time most underdeveloped aspect of his oth-
erwise powerful critique of the Western apparatus of personhood. I believe that if through “the living person”
Esposito had presented a much needed elaboration of the nonhuman or impersonal interiority in more concrete
and stronger terms, he might have provided a radical shift in our conception of community beyond naturalism
and beyond biopolitics. But surprisingly, after a long elaboration of the problems of the Western dispositif of
the person, the discussion of this novel impersonal, inhuman or living personhood remains practically absent in
Esposito. It comes up on the last page of Third Person and remains covered in silence.
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As aresult, Esposito’s affirmative biopolitics, I argue, lacks radicality and remains a project of corrective natu-
ralism: Esposito rethinks the continuity of matter that held the failed “promise” of community for naturalism in
terms of the living person, and precisely for this reason, community can now embrace all of nature. Interiority,
in the sense of personhood, formerly an exclusively human attribute, is now dissolved into a general charac-
teristic, although with variations, of multiple organisms and even natural phenomena. Differences in personal
interiority between various beings, both human and non-human, become mere derivatives of the differences
in physicality, and as such they are differences only of degree and not of nature. Through an affirmation of
the material continuity of life (where visible differences express only a degree of general variation within life)
interiority is dispersed across the multitude of beings and things as a function of physicality; and thus it is hard
to distinguish this dispersion of interiority from its practical erasure. In this regard, the irrelevance of “soul”
as a valid (and not a merely secondary or imaginary) space of sharing appears to have become an axiomatic
premise of not only affirmative biopolitics, but also of many recent materialist philosophies.*® In other words,
corrective naturalism addresses the problem of the exclusionary nature of modern community primarily by way
of rethinking the material continuity of life. The primacy of human personhood, interiority or soul, which has
grounded the hierarchical organization of modern communities, has been dismissed in favour of the equalizing
primacy of matter, which always conditions the emergence of any interiority. This new common is distinctively
post-humanist, meaning that even as humanity belongs to it, it no longer occupies a privileged place. Interest-
ingly, this raises the question of whether affirmative biopolitics prepares a space for a new kind of govern-
mental intervention where, due to the dispersion of “soul” across life’s unity (i.e. weak interiority), everything
becomes an equal subject of regulation. From this point of view, government, ordering, and even the “free”
movement of such diverse entities as a human being, an animal, and a rock, whether they possess similar “kind”
of interiority or all lack it, must occur on equal footing or, rather, be based on the premises of “flat ontology.”*
It is my suggestion that Esposito’s notion of “the living person” ultimately gives way to this sort of materialist
flat ontology, insofar as he is unwilling to envision the interiority of living personhood by itself, and not as a
mere derivative of materiality. In other words, it is my contention that, despite his strong emphasis on the fluid-
ity of the relationship between human interiority or “self” and ecological exteriority, Esposito fails to develop
a sense of strong post-humanist interiority (shared equally by humanity and the inhuman elements) that would
effectively position his project beyond the philosophical reproduction of naturalist ontology, and that would
enable a radical overcoming of the biopolitical closure of community.

LIFE IN COMMON: ANIMIST SOUL AND AFFECTIVE COMMUNITY

Building on the achievements of the project of affirmative biopolitics and, simultaneously, diverging from it, I
want to pursue a way of addressing the problematic, exclusionary nature of modern biopolitical community by
explicitly turning toward an “animist” approach, which consists in thinking the possibility of a community of
life as shared (strong) interiority rather than materiality. This turn to animism is not meant to preach or suggest
the possibility of mass conversion to an indigenous “religion” of some kind, but is rather meant as a form of
provocation that pushes both modern naturalism as well as the corrective naturalism of affirmative biopolitics
slightly further than they seem to be willing to go. The former is challenged, again, to question its hierarchi-
cal organization and the exclusionary nature of its community based on the selective attribution of governable
“soul” to humanity; and the latter is challenged to reflect on its lack of serious engagement with or rethinking
of interiority on its own terms, and not as a mere effect of power or an extension of physicality (i.e. its lack of
strong post-humanist interiority).

Descola uses the term “animism” to describe an ontology, commonly found in South and North America, in
Siberia and in some parts of South-East Asia, which is based on a continuity of souls and a discontinuity of
bodies. In this system of identification humans and non-humans are conceived as having the same type of inte-
riority, but possess their own physicality. Importantly, in the animist worldview what is shared by most beings
is “humanity” as a general condition, and not as a species. As a result, the attribution of analogous interiority
to such entities as plants and animals “humanizes” them, because the soul with which they are endowed “al-
lows them not only to behave in conformity with the social norms and ethical precepts of humans but also to
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establish communicative relations both with humans and among themselves.”’ Importantly, this humanization
of nonhumans is not an “anthropocentric” practice but is rather an “anthropogenic” one. The former, Descola
notes, characterizes naturalism, insofar as it defines nonhumans through their lack of humanity and proclaims
that humanity and its attributes “represent the paragon of moral dignity that other existing beings lack.” Anthro-
pogenesis, on the other hand, presumes that humans and nonhumans share in the same condition, and the only
“privilege” that humans have is their ability to “engage with nonhumans in relations founded upon common
norms of conduct.” As a result, “animism is ... anthropogenic in that it derives from humans all that is necessary
to make it possible for nonhumans to be treated as humans.”*® In a way, humanity generates its own expansion
not in order to dominate its otherness, but rather to embrace it as a part of its shared soul—a heterogeneous
network of relations.”

In this respect, an introduction of animist principles into the naturalist framework of identification of beings
creates a breach in their exclusionary mode of aggregation. Accepting that some or all nonhuman entities may
have interiority comparable to the kind humans possess may open up the horizon of modern biopolitical com-
munity. That is, insofar as in animism interiority is decisive, it presents the conceptual possibility of another
community. Furthermore, if it was the notion of life that held the “promise” of community for naturalism (i.e.
the continuity of matter), then by rethinking this notion we may rethink community as well. Consequently,
the main question is: what is this shared /iving interiority that equally belongs to all beings? Inspired by the
phenomenological work of Michel Henry, I suggest that life itself constitutes the shared interiority and thus
community of human and nonhuman beings. Henry’s philosophy contains an animist kernel insofar as it admits
of the community of life as shared interiority that is open to all beings that bear life, and so it undermines the
biopolitical mechanisms of exclusion of non-human life from the common. Importantly, this animist life dis-
cussed by Henry is “unconscious,” defined not by the visibility of “nature,” but by the invisible experience of
“self-sensing,” “self-affection” or self-suffering.*° Henry argues that before a living being establishes a relation
to the world, its life reveals itself to itself in the “solitude” of interiority through self-affection. In short, life is
an immanent movement of self-revelation in self-affection. It is my contention that Henry’s understanding of
life as an inner experience of self-affection available to all the living offers a notion of strong interiority that
was lacking in Esposito’s project of affirmative biopolitics.

Henry’s rereading of Descartes on the cogito exemplifies his argument that life reveals itself in the interior
movement of self-affection prior to any worldly manifestation. And consequently, as I will show below, the
community of life consists in the shared materiality of interior affect rather than “biology.” Henry suggests that
what Descartes discovers after he doubts everything (which is epoché or the phenomenological reduction) is
not the certainty of thought, but rather the certainty of feeling or self-affection: “I sense that I think, therefore
I am.”®" Sense appears before thought, and so the truth of feeling is prior to the truth of being. In the radical
reduction of the world only the certainty of self-feeling remains, “the primal semblance.”® As a result, this
kind of interiority is not a fiction or a mere product of power relations (weak interiority), but a certainty of self-
feeling or self-affection, the reality of which is not determined by an objective, worldly manifestation (strong
interiority).

This acosmic self-feeling is essentially “suffering,” but not only in a negative sense of painful mental or physi-
cal experience, but rather as a mode of access to the truth of life, an inescapable experience of “bearing” one-
self, of pathos and affectivity, in which life embraces all that lives. Life presents itself immediately to itself in
suffering: life presses against itself and the living, and has to bear itself for as long as it lives. In suffering (as
well as in joy), the self plunges into the power which established it, becomes submerged in “the intoxication of
life.”®3 Life is not separate from the living, and a living being is all the life within it. As such, there is no separa-
tion or gap within life, it reveals only itself; life is “auto-revelation.”** Life is also immanence: it is anterior to
the living, but there is also no life without the living as there is no living without life. “Life ... resides inside, in
every living being, as that which causes it to live and never leaves it for as long as it lives.”® From the perspec-
tive of the living, this “primal suffering,” the submission to the power of life at each moment is “unfreedom”
or “passivity” in regard to self. Life’s “hyperpower,” then, is impotence insofar as it is unable to be rid of itself.
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And since this radical powerlessness also applies to every living self, any relationship with an “other” origi-
nates only in life. The self cannot be the point of departure for relations with others: finding its origin in life, self
can establish its relations with others only in life. Consequently, the passivity of self-suffering, the primal unity
of life and the living, defines the community of life: vital intersubjective relations necessarily “put Life into
play.”® That is, they emerge in life and through being alive: before being “placed” in being, in the world, every-
thing living is “placed” in life, partaking in the community of life—a community of shared affective interiority.
Community “occurs in us as an affect” and never as representation.”’” Each member of this community is related
to “others” in life and since life escapes objectification and can only be experienced as pure affectivity, this
“primal experience [of community] is barely conceivable.” It is “a subterranean affective layer” to which each
living being has an immediate access, but “without knowledge and without distinguishing between the self, the
other, and the basis [i.e. life].”*® The experience of the in-common occurs as affect—the invisible experience
of life’s relentless arrival into itself and so the arrival of each one into itself. The essence of the community
of life, then, is not something that simply “is” but is always “becoming’: life “occurs and does not cease oc-
curring. This incessant coming of life is its eternal coming forth in itself, a process without end, a constant
movement.”® The constant movement of life is the movement of the in-common, where no living is separated
from life’s movement of self-revelation. Since life is a process without end, the community of life also does
not have an end, in the sense of both termination and goal. The “end” of the community of life is life itself.
Furthermore, this community, I argue, is unpolitical because the affective layer never appears as such in the
world of politics. The unpolitical community of life is in no way “pre-political,” meaning that it tends toward
eventual politicization. Life and its community are rather positively indifferent to any political expression of its
essential relationality, even though it always conditions this expression and forms its real content. As a result,
the community of life cannot be lived out as politics but only as ethos. In this regard, the activation of new
spaces of the common cannot occur through politics, but must engage the unpolitical space of ethics, which
remains invisible and silent, beyond the reach of political action.

Importantly, the community of life is a community of living beings: life does not require the Auman but only
the /iving, and the living is not reducible to “man.” As a result, community cannot be limited to humans alone,
but “includes everything that is defined in itself by the primal suffering of life and thus by the possibility of suf-
fering. We can suffer with everything that suffers. This pathos-with is the broadest form of every conceivable
community.”” The primal suffering of life is the shared interiority equally available to humans and nonhumans;
the shared pathos of life is the community of life open to nonhuman suffering. And this shared passion of liv-
ing, of suffering oneself, is essentially com-passion: openness of life to every living defined by suffering or
passivity in relation to life. This community of life cannot be known but remains intelligible or available to
experience “on the basis of the primal intelligibility of pathos.””' This implies equality of every living thing in
its access to the single community of life through the primal suffering of life. In sum, the community of life as
co-suffering, insofar as it is not a secondary operation of coming together or aggregation of a dispersed multi-
tude but an a priori disposition of all the living, makes the processes of immunitary differentiation and closure
impossible. Life cannot be separated from itself, it cannot be reduced to a lesser degree; consequently, its unity
is discernible in each of its modalities. Com-passion (pathos-with), then, is community per se that precludes
immunity, separation or distancing of the in-between. As Hannah Arendt puts it, “because compassion abol-
ishes the distance, the worldly space between men where political matters, the whole realm of human affairs,
are located, it remains, politically speaking, irrelevant and without consequence.””? This political irrelevance,
which I prefer to call indifference, is not a weakness but an act of affirmation. Affirmation of the community of
life as com-passion is an unpolitical ethos that “remembers” life’s acosmic togetherness and accepts unpolitical
responsibility for this primal sharing. Once again, this community of life is passive since it does not require a
secondary act of establishing relationships between distinct self-feeling “individuals”: they do not share their
private affective interiorities because they do not have ownership over life and only share it as a gift. As a re-
sult, their living in-dividuality is itself constituted as “dividual,” as shared by all the living.” Life understood as
self-affection is community per se and not a merely subjective and unrepresentable precondition of community.
Life, even though it can be experienced by all, can be thought only by humanity, and as such, the conception
of the community of life as shared self-suffering relies on a projection of human experience of life onto non-
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humans. However, this projection of human experience of life onto other /iving beings is not another form of
anthropocentrism since humans themselves are not more than just /iving: they do not possess “more” life than
other living beings but only share in the gift of life. This, then, is a form of anthropogenesis. Sharing in the gift
of life constitutes the essence of every possible community: what is shared in common is the “original given-
ness as self-givenness,” “the internal experience that brings to life everything that is.”’* As long as one is alive,
one shares in the a priori community of life, which is not a secondary mechanism of aggregation of the multi-
plicity of beings but is given in the very fact of being alive, of being able to sense or bear oneself. Life is the
interior experience of self-feeling and thus its community can be thought as shared interiority that cuts across
the heterogeneous worldly manifestations or forms of life. In this respect, it is “animist” insofar as life admits
variation in its worldly projections while embracing everything that lives in a community of shared interiority.
It is worth noting that this understanding of community as shared affective interiority or soul does not constitute
anew form of spiritualism since it is immanent, i.e., distinctively non-dualistic: there is no separation between
body and soul insofar as self-affection of life is always an incarnation, an enfleshed experience of living.

The community of life as shared interiority does not require “constructive” action insofar as we already live
it. It rather requires recognition, affirmation or “remembering,” since modern naturalism constitutes merely a
form of “forgetting” of life’s shared essence, but does not completely abolish it. Importantly, the forgetting and
remembering are not temporal insofar as what is forgotten is life itself and not some past event or attitude. What
is remembered, then, is life’s ahistorical self-revelation in the truth of affect and not some “thing” or a historical
event. Furthermore, while modern biopolitical community relies on the exception of nonhuman forms of life
from its field of care or on their subjugation to the needs of populations, and also instrumentalizes soul as both
a field and a product of governmental intervention, an animist affirmation of the community of life as shared
interiority of “pathos” blocks the operation of these exclusionary mechanisms of immunity. Moreover, it allows
for a more inclusive and a more responsible community that embraces diverse human and nonhuman forms
of life and that, without relying on political action, creates possibilities for transformation and enrichment of
social relationships through compassion. Finally, the affirmation of an animist community of shared interiority
or soul may also contribute to the task of resistance to biopolitical exploitation of the living by capital, offering
a way of differentiating between the kind of “soul” or interiority that is modelled for the sake of extraction of
value and a form of affectivity that remains beyond the reach of capitalist objectification, thus offering a con-
ception of the common that may empower new subversive practices of cognitariat.
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