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Biopolitics After COVID: Notes from the Crisis

Maurizio Meloni and Miguel Vatter

Abstract

In this essay we take stock of the shortcomings, successes, and promises of ‘biopolitics' to
understand and frame global health crises such as COVID-19. We claim that rather than
thinking in terms of a special relationship between Western modernity and biopolitics, it is
better to look at a longer and more global history of populations’ politics of life and health to
situate present and future responses to ecological crises. Normatively, we argue for an
affirmative biopolitics, that at once de-securitizes our approach to our biosocial condition and
expands the politics of the human estate to other molar and molecular dimensions.

Introduction

As with many pandemics throughout human history, societal crises of the magnitude unleashed
by COVID-19 are rare moments for reconsidering our own intellectual foundations practices,
and values. This is why, between the different metaphors used to convey the traumatic impact
of COVID-19 on our societies, we prefer the image of a “stress test” or a “crash test,” terms
respectively used by historian of medicine Charles Rosenberg and STS scholar Bruno Latour.'
By referring to the notion of a test, we emphasize the importance of establishing a productive
and generative tension between the singularity of the present crisis, and the conceptual
frameworks we use to illuminate its foundations and diffract the complexity of its angles.

Crises are meaningful if they produce movements, change and dynamism. Otherwise, theories
and ways of thinking constructed in specific socio-cultural contexts are mechanically
reproduced with no qualifications, turning into sclerotized repetitions. In this article, we would
like to “test” the discourse on biopolitics that has been widely referred to in the public debates
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, most evidently in the wake of Giorgio Agamben’s
pointed rejection of the Italian government’s approach to the pandemic in its early days.> We
are aware that as the pandemic continues to unfold at different levels, with the impacts of new
variants in different geographical contexts, ours can be considered only notes from the field,
like everyone at this time (April 2022) we do not have the privilege of observing this crisis as
a fully completed historical object, thus we remain skeptical of any major theoretical synthesis.
Moreover, it is important to de-emphasize the uniqueness of this crisis in light of the skepticism
of many postcolonial and indigenous scholars who highlight the permanency of crises in their
everyday experiences of environmental destruction and settler colonialism.? It is also important
to problematize the concept of crisis as a “natural category of experience” rather than a very
specific strategy of privileging certain interventions and lines of inquiry over others.*

In recognizing the specific situatedness of this pandemic, as have scholars who work on
biopolitics from different perspectives, COVID-19 and the disruption it created offer us
invaluable material for reflecting on our different orientations. Rather than present a systematic
overview, we aim to challenge disciplinary compartmentalization, offering ideas to help shape
the debate on the post-pandemic scenario, and widening the horizon of the “ontology of the
present.”
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Crisis and critique are deeply associated.> Moving reflectively across a clash of opinions over
biopolitics, this article has two main goals. In the first part, we reflect on the limitations and
confusions of the label “biopolitics” as applied to governmental management of the pandemic,
both in terms of its periodization and to critique the legitimacy of governmental policies (or
lack thereof) in tackling the pandemic. We question how the concept of biopolitics has
developed and is used today to frame the existing crisis as revealing the deeply biopolitical
nature of contemporary power and forms of governmentality, and their “exceptional” tendency
to care for and control bodies and populations. Are biopolitics and its attempt to medically
regulate populations a modern Western invention, as Foucauldian social theory has often
assumed?® Does the mobilization in response to the virus, with its curtailing of individual
freedom, reflect some uniquely modern (and “demonic”) combination of city-state and pastoral
power games?’ Or is it a uniquely modern “reduction” of politics to managing life processes
that were once supposedly excluded by the public realm?® Is the management of the pandemic
just another step in the genocidal character of modern biopolitics’? Is the political “imperative
of health” ultimately a unique feature of Western modernity?'® As we argue here, the longue
durée of human responses to pandemics illuminates a more subtle and continuous history of
governing public health across history.

In problematizing taken-for-granted chronologies and genealogies, our concern is not merely
philological or academic. We also wish to raise the question of whether law and governmental
dispositifs can only address living beings by dominating them; whether documentary power
and other forms of making legible individual behaviours need to be seen always as inherently
coercive;'! and whether we need to rethink the close relationship between embodiment and
equal legal status to reasonably discuss the legitimacy of governmental measures intended to
protect individuals from the viral disease, and more generally the legitimacy of biological
citizenship?

In the second part, we suggest how answers to these questions may contribute to the rich
emerging debate on an “affirmative” use of biopolitics. The COVID-19 pandemic (like
previous ecological crises) has exposed the inanity of thinking politics as only a matter of force
and power between humans. Whatever distrust of biology is harbored in certain social theory
traditions, human history and its global economic system makes no sense without recognizing
that it occurs in “the web of life,” a wider assemblage of human and non-human actors and
interspecies dependencies. '?

Human bodies and indeed cells, as we know from metagenomic studies, are always more than
human: we live in persistent partnership with hundreds different species of bacteria, fungi,
viruses; something between a third or half of the human genome is of viral admixture.'?
Epidemics, moreover “are not an esoteric subfield for the interested specialist but instead are a
major part of the ‘big picture’ of historical change and development.”'* The deep, global and
planetary history of human societies requires that we consider the immense impact of infectious
diseases as well as the agency of bacteria, eukaryotes, and viruses on institutional and legal
processes as well as major ecological shifts.!> Annales historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie
was the first to speak of a “microbial unification of the world” as a result of the black plague.'®
If—as we argue—we have never managed human polities without intense concern for the
biological traits of the individual and collective body, then this enlarged perspective may shed
light on a longer history of political ecology and environmental biopower'” helpful to
problematizing modernistic exceptionalism, and its ideas of a “state of nature” as a state of war
with nature or viruses.!® In the effort to de-securitize biopolitical perspectives and build on the
increasingly ecological and planetary approach to politics, we ask: Is it possible to imagine
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forms of control and adjustment that avoid the panoptical fantasies of a totalizing discipline
while also keeping libertarian illusions at a distance? Is it possible to imagine a less grandiose
and more fine-grained biopolitical framework that does not erase the important distinctions
between surveillance and access to health rights for everyone—especially the more vulnerable?

A Triumph of Biopolitics?

Salus populi suprema lex esto: the fortune of this ancient Roman formula (Cicero, De Legibus)
describing the particularly close relationship between politics and emergencies is due to the
irreducible polysemy of the term salus. ‘Salus,” in Roman writings and numismatic
iconography—often qualified with terms such as Salus Publica, Salus Generi Humani—
originally denoted physical welfare, health, self-preservation, and recovery including from
pestilence.!” The welfare of the entire human race was often associated to Salus Augusti (or
Augustorum), the emperor’s own wellbeing (see Pliny, NH 24.3), although it is only the pre-
existing salus of the city that enables the full salus of its rulers.?

In the imperial age, the term salus was integrated into a richer phenomenology of political
lemmas, which includes Securitas, Pax, Concordia, and Tutela (particularly in the Augustan
age), shaping a complex landscape which highlights a pressing public demand to the principate
and Imperial power for stability by Roman citizens.?! In medieval times, although the terms
are often inflected with religious connotation, salus and securitas maintain a strong secular
meaning of governmental protection of a res publica and its citizens (salus et exaltatio
reipublice, regni et imperii tam nobilium populorum, in scholastic politics), particularly at the
urban level.?? During the English Civil War (1642-1651), Cicero’s formula organized the
debate between Hobbes and his republican antagonists as to who was the best “doctor” to cure
the political crisis that had overtaken the commonwealth.?* Before Hobbes, Machiavelli had
already taught that the “health of the fatherland” [salute della patria] had to be prioritized over
any moral consideration, and any course of action taken had to “[save] its life and maintains its
freedom” [“posposto ogni altro rispetto, seguire al tutto quel partito che le salvi la vita e
mantenghile la liberta.”] (Discourses on Livy 111, 41). Salvation, security, welfare, health:
separately or altogether, these are the supreme ends of government, and hence they pose the
“ultimate law” for politics. For this reason, no formula better highlights the problem of how to
connect health emergencies and political measures of necessity framing the ongoing debates
on the politics of viral containment and its instruments, epidemiological, medical, social and
legal.

When in the early 1970s Foucault coined the terms “biopolitics” and “biopower,” it was in
the context of the connection between governmental action and the salus of individuals and
groups something that certainly has been occurring—not just in political thought but also in
practices of health intervention and community protection, particularly at the urban scale—
well before modern politics. However, Foucault thought he discerned a shift in the meaning of
salus in Europe’s eighteenth century, from the “safety” of the people to the “security” of the
population: it is specifically this latter governmental objective that he referred to as
“biopolitics.”* We contend that this Foucauldian discourse on biopolitics was both
“galvanized”? and shaken by the advent of COVID-19. On the one hand, many of its advocates
see Foucault’s conception of biopower as validated by the governmental measures adopted to
contain the pandemic.?® Foucault’s view of modern biopower’s special nature, and in general
references to Foucault’s work, have flooded the internet since the COVID-19 outbreak, and the
crisis has been defined as “an enlarged image of ‘the power over life’” as Foucault developed
in relation to modern societies.?” According to this body of scholarship, Foucault’s key insight,
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vindicated by the present crisis, is not only that power is now disguised as the decisions of

experts, but that the biological has now become “the apogee of the modern conception of
.« . 2928

politics.

On the other hand, historians note that, for all claims of the present crisis’s biopolitical
exception, our societies, while waiting for a pharmaceutical solution (and in several cases
alongside it), have relied on social technologies and material artefacts that, mutatis mutandis,
are well documented in both the premodern city and early modern world.? There one finds the
use of quarantine, social distancing, checkpoints to stop people and goods, restriction on public
gatherings, border closure, health passports for persons and goods, sanitation of objects and
environments (historically, primarily through burning special woods; wearing flowers, incense
and other perfumes on the body, or soaking goods in vinegars).*® Reporting and punishment of
individual health violations were also well documented in the premodern and early modern
world. From the fifteenth century, for instance, the Venetian government established complaint
boxes (shaped like lions’ mouths) where people could secretly register accusations of
suspicious behavior among the citizenry.>! While they were originally created with the goal of
preventing social unrest, after the plague such mechanisms were increasingly used to report
health crimes—a category which in the miasmatic view of disease included smells from dirty
streets (rotten food, animal carcasses) and the activities of workers such as carpenters, dyers,
butchers, laundresses, barber-surgeons, etc., who might contaminate waters or increase
miasmas in the air.’? State power was similarly expanded in the Ottoman Empire to document
and control subjects’ lives and promote collective health and preventative measures to fight the
plague from the sixteenth century,*® well before the threshold of modernity in the European
eighteenth century highlighted by Foucault.** Even in certain periods of Roman history,
dealing with extended epidemics (a rather common experience in Roman life) required intense
and coordinated efforts by political powers, and supportive bottom-up responses from the
population: in some cases, the Senate, following advice from their own experts (religious or
civic like the decemvirii), requested that all Romans, both rich and poor, report to temples to
perform expiatory rituals to bring the epidemics to an end (Livy 3.7) 3°

Increased hostility toward non-Roman deities was part of this politically-driven effort to offer
state response to the crisis. The aediles, a form of local police and building/roads supervisors
in Rome (of which more below) were in some cases instructed by the Senate “to ensure that
only Roman gods were worshipped, and only in the established way” (Livy 4.30.9—-11).3 Many
other examples could be offered in medieval cities, which goes beyond the stereotyped idea
that government of health in the premodern world was, in Foucauldian terms, merely
subtractive and exclusionary rather than actively shaping conduct.>’ Recent scholarship on the
global Middle Ages has shown how intense urbanization, commercial dynamism, and rapid
advances in administration and governmental technologies in the twelfth century found
important theoretical support in flourishing medical knowledge across Eurasia (particularly
through Ibn Sina’s magisterial synthesis), applying it to the ecological salus of the city.>® This
included concern for the location of its buildings; the regulation of its food markets; the vitality
of its armies, miners and sailors; and the control of risky occupations (carpenters, dyers,
butchers, laundresses, barber-surgeons who all might contaminate waters or increase miasmas
in the air, a key channel for disease or epidemic transmission). The emerging medico-political
vocabulary about the common good or welfare (communi saluti) of Hippocratic-Galenic
inspiration led to capillary forms of governmental and health regulation schemes for
environmental improvement in medieval times.* Importantly, medical knowledge was further
strengthened by Aristotelian translations—particularly the seventh book of the Politics, ripe
with eugenic themes (available in Latin since 1260 and then in vernacular). This pushed
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theologians and natural philosophers to discuss Aristotle’s original view of population,*’ and
biopolitical notions such as differences in vitality, aging, and generative lifespan of populations
in relation to their different environments; optimal ages for marriage and reproduction (and
polygamy for Islam), and the right demographic size of a republic or city.*!

We could easily continue with late medieval and early modern examples of biopolitical
intervention as well political interest in lifespans, aging, and the ecology of furniture and
houses, based on premodern medicine in both Europe and the colonies.*? However, the point
we wish to make is that the notion of a unique modern interest in the politics of health—*"“the
‘well-being’ of society being one of the essential objectives of political power” after the
(Northern) European eighteenth century*—does not do justice to the complex and rich
medical, social and political responses to health crises prior to the eighteenth-century threshold
Foucault highlighted.** Rather than seeing the events of 2020-2022 as the apogee of a certain
peculiar nature of modern (bio)power, we suggest thinking of this crisis perhaps provocatively
as the silent resurfacing of those “regularities of social life whose change is almost
imperceptible,” immobile structures regulating the ecohistorical relations of humans and the
non-human environment (including viruses and bacteria).*® Rather than reading modern
biopower only through the lenses of a sinister juxtaposition of pastoral and state powers ca.
1700, we should reconsider the longer genealogical role of less demonic but more essential
civic figures that oversaw the social conduct of citizens, public spaces and buildings, from the
Greek and medieval Islamic market inspectors (respectively Agoranomos and Muhtasib), to
the Roman plethora of figures of care for the city, to the medieval roads and mud inspectors,
to the magistrate for health in Venice.*®

Failure of Biopolitics?

The historical objection to COVID-19 as apogee of biopolitics is not the only one animating
the debate on the political nature of the pandemic. Skeptical of vindicating biopolitics, some
people identify in its unqualified use a failure to cope with the “reality” of the virus and the
radical entanglement of our lives with biology, exposed by the pandemic, at a level perhaps
never envisaged by Foucault or his interpreters.*’ Especially in indigenous and postcolonial
contexts, it is the lack of biopolitics or biopolitical failure that presents the major risk of this
crisis for many people, especially the vulnerable: lack of health leadership and the rise of
uncaring leaders (Trump, Bolsonaro, Modi, Johnson, and various far-right denialists all over
the world, as the true “abdication from modern biopolitics” in the name of various
superstitions); failure of governments to protect lives from imminent danger and provide care
for the vulnerable; failure of public institutions to avoid COVID-19’s highly gendered, classed,
and racialized impacts; public distrust of biostatistics with negative implications for addressing
vulnerability to disease; and the data invisibility of marginalized groups (“data poor”).*® More
generally still, one could say that COVID-19 tested the inherent tensions within liberal
governmentality and its use of public reason to determine the legitimacy of laws and policies,
risking at times to rip it at the seams between a libertarian pull and an authoritarian push (see
here defenses of the Chinese approach to pandemic control).

These criticisms, paradoxically, reveal a number of blind spots when using of the discourse of
biopolitics to understand real global health crises and their “real-time biopolitics.”*
Analogously to Bruno Latour’s rethinking of the concept of “critique,” it may be that
automatically resorting to the Foucauldian conception of biopolitics, and its triad of “power,
society, discourse,” may have outlived its “usefulness and deteriorated to the point of now
feeding the most gullible sort of critique.””° Reading provisional texts written in the 1970s in
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a decontextualized way as if they were prescient anticipation of this crisis, and without a critical
lens for judging their accuracy and capacity to stand up to subsequent criticism, is an exercise
that can prove dangerous at many levels and turn into an intellectual boomerang.>!

This is not to say, however, that the whole discourse of biopolitics as such has run out of steam.
There is an obvious sense in which biopolitics is better positioned than other theoretical
frameworks to address the embodied and inter-embodied nature of social life and its
governance, which appears so dramatically during a pandemic. At times of contagion and
sickness, the individual and collective bodies reveal an openness, porosity and entanglement
not just with the unseen world of biological micro-organisms but with political and institutional
decisions that confute any abstract separation between life and law. Moreover, there is no doubt
that Foucault’s biopolitics, whether in its different “soft” or “algorithmic” iterations, continues
to inspire important contemporary work on surveillance capitalism, how governments and
states performatively “produce” and “see” populations in new ways..>?

These technopolitical developments show the Foucauldian repertoire’s®® vitality as well as the
need to overcome or expand it, but that is not what we aim to discuss in this second part.
Building on contemporary reflections on global ecological crises, we believe that moving only
in a sociocentric or human/technological medium, where Foucauldian ideas were first applied,
is no longer adequate to capture the depth of events radically decentering the human estate,
from the Anthropocene to COVID-19.* Although recent interpretations of Foucault’s
biopolitics as a function of a more-than-human “government of things” has tackled the most
egregious critiques of biopolitics as merely an “anthropocentric” discourse,” we still find
ourselves only beginning to think about biopolitics from a planetary perspective that takes
seriously the “inhuman nature” of contemporary crises, from “the irruption of a viral epidemic”
to the “tipping of climate into a new regime.”® In particular, the two problems of periodization
and of legitimacy in the earlier reception of Foucauldian biopolitical discourse have yet to be
satisfactorily addressed even in the latest efforts to “align” the perspectives of science and
technology studies with those of post-Foucauldian “analytics of government.”’

Legitimate Power and the COVID-19 Crisis

If periods of acute social crisis show how difficult it is to abstractly separate life from law, and
health from politics, then it is understandable that mechanically applying certain axioms of
post-Foucauldian provenance to the current crisis could generate strong negative reactions. If
Foucault’s biopower refers to a form of power divorced from legal norms, and Agamben’s
homo sacer hypothesis is reduced to the claim that life enters into the sphere of law only as
something to be dominated and exterminated—i.e., with only thanatopolitical results—then
biopolitics only exacerbates the ‘normative confusion’ of judgments and decision-making in
critical situations where real lives and deaths are at stake. Unqualified notions like resistance—
—the mere failure to consent to the imperatives of power—are also disconcerting in a context
where they can be applied to literally everything, from anti-vax protesters to bottom-up
attempts to implement social distancing to protecting the lives of citizens in the absence of
health leadership. In COVID times, it may be interesting to note that one of the few examples
of ‘resistance’ Foucault gave in his 1974 Brazilian conference on medicalization, is the Lourdes
pilgrimage, which he described as a form “of vague resistance to the authoritarian
medicalization of their bodies and diseases.”® If, in Foucauldian parlance, “everything is not
bad, but dangerous,” the posture seems either self-indulgent, or merely rhetorical as it does not
distinguishing between different level of dangers as well as legitimate and illegitimate coercion
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during an acute crisis, which isparticularly salient when it comes to topics like speeding up
vaccination programs during a global pandemic.

But other tendencies in biopolitical scholarship bridge the Foucaultian analytic of
governmentality and liberal conceptions of normativity,” pointing towards Foucault’s novel
employment of the discourse of rights,*’ and recovering the old Roman idea of vitam instituere
where life and institutions are inseparable.®! These tendencies speak for the need to bring
together biopolitics with the rule of law in an effort to develop a critical yet affirmative take on
“bioconstitutionalism,”®* or a republican biopolitics.®> One cannot avoid the impression that
even Agamben’s most radical denunciations of governmental pandemic measures are
themselves premised on (arguably) anti-constitutional and anti-republican content.

The capacity to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate uses of power in times of crisis
can strengthen critical checks on the means proposed by the holders of political power. What
Nietzsche once pointed out about the advantage of a genealogical method remains valid:
namely, that the meaning of a thing or a discourse change often and quite radically depending
on how it is used. In this particular case, it is imperative to question whether some or all of the
proposed instruments for countering the COVID-19 pandemic, and protecting the health of
citizens from the ravages of the virus, are legitimate within a liberal-democratic society.
Indeed, the ongoing debate in the democratic public sphere between the upholders of the “right
to health” and those who worry about the limitations to the “right to movement,” the “right to
privacy,” the right to consent to medical treatment, etc., can also be reconceived through
Foucault’s proposed connection between counter-conducts and the emergence of new rights-
claims. As Patton argues, the “general principle informing this [Foucault’s] understanding of
counter-conduct is that resistance on the part of citizens to the ways in which they are presently
governed invariably draws upon the very conceptions of government that inform those ways
of governing. Extending this principle to particular rights in modern democratic societies, we
can say that their existence will depend on their being justifiable via available forms of public
political reason, including conceptions of the nature and functions of government.”%* If this is
true, then it becomes all the more important to ask how biopolitics forces us to reconceive of
public reason as the crucial discourse of legitimacy in liberal democratic societies.

Foucault discusses in The Birth of Biopolitics how utilitarianism extended the range of
government from the juridical subject under sovereign power to the homo oeconomicus,
conceived as a subject of “interests” (as opposed to “natural” rights) visible via its preferences
and what it is willing to exchange for their satisfaction.®® In addition, by submitting itself to
the strictures of “doux commerce” (rather than the commands of the sovereign), it was believed
that the subject also became more “polished” and “moral.”®® For Foucault the subject of
interests was inherently bio-social and had to be governed as a part of a “population”
characterized at the same time by its “sociability” as by its biological features as a specimen of
a living species, subject to evolutionary pressures and endowed with “vital powers.”¢” The bio-
social constitution of the subject of interests in Foucault’s hypothesis requires a form of
government that acts on the “milieu” or environment of the target populations, such that
governmentality becomes a function of “action on the environment. Modifying the terms of the
game, not the players’ mentality... You must consider everyone as a player and only intervene
on an environment in which he is able to play.”%® Foucault himself never developed this notion
of environmentality much further. But significantly the notion itself is internally related to
being guided by rules, and in another context Foucault speaks of it being part of an “economic
rule of law” [Etat de droit economique].”
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If the subject of interests is a bio-social and bio-political subject, its pursuit of interests is itself
rule-bound and thus normative. This is what connects the biopolitical discourse to the discourse
of legitimacy which, as Patton correctly points out with regard to Rawls, is not simply based
on the subject of interests but considers the subject as a “citizen” endowed with two “normative
powers” (which Rawls calls the rational capacity to develop a conception of one’s own “good,”
coupled with a “reasonable” capacity to consider what is “right” in relation to others). The
development of the public debate during the pandemic showed quite clearly the shift from the
utilitarian subject of interests to a post-Rawlsian concern for biological citizenship. If at the
pandemic's start more than one commentator was tempted to invoke the classically utilitarian
“trolley car” example when envisaging the feasibility of “group immunity” at the expense of
the lives of elderly or at-risk people, there was soon a noticeable shift of public discourse to
consider the kind of principles citizens consider reasonable given the biological realities of the
viral pandemic. Thus, the applications of the “harm principle” and of the “precautionary
principle” in relation to epidemiological and medical policies and procedures adopted by
governments globally—generally in light of a discourse on “global public health” worked out
in the preceding decades’’—were debated and contested in the public sphere. This has occurred
in relation to a discourse of equal rights and the countervailing obligation to “protect society,”
most starkly in the case where unvaccinated citizens stood to lose considerable amounts of
rights because their very existence and free movement were deemed an “intolerable” risk for
the rest of society. Thus, even though in some of these debates the discourse of biopolitics was
undeniably highjacked for anti-liberal political agendas, one can equally see in the theoretical
effervescence of the public sphere a symptom of the need for public reason to address the
advent of “biological citizenship,””! where considerations of the “vital powers” of populations
are indissociable from the “noumenal power” of subjects.”?

In particular, the ongoing debates on the tension between health rights and mobility rights must
be situated in the context of a biopolitical governmentality that modifies the milieu or
environment in which human and non-human things circulate, exchange, and mutually
determine each other. A biopolitical milieu entails the imbrication of biosphere and
technosphere, such that our living environment becomes an “artifact of design.””> Media
theorists speak of a transition towards a “sensory society,”’* where sensors turn these designed
environments into “calculated and calculating environments,” where “as populations move
through those spaces using mobile media or other devices, they simultaneously generate
knowledge and represent object of knowledge.”” In this context, the legitimacy claims of
certain instruments governments employ to protect society will have to be balanced against a
consideration for emergent rights of bio-sociality—much as the advances of Al algorithms with
their uncanny capacity to “map” the thought-patterns, wishes and desires of individuals from
their online preferences, lead more people to consider introducing rights to our mental states
(“neurorights™).

Ultimately, without slipping into coarse comparisons between post-COVID measures and
totalitarian science, it is important to keep attention on the erosion of rights and the
establishment of pockets of rightlessness not only for certain groups of individuals, but also in
certain parts of our lives and lived experience. The pressing question is how the COVID crisis
might accelerate the dynamics of the biological citizenship phenomenon, big data, and
surveillance capitalism, calling for renewed attention to the relation between rights and
embodiment. With the COVID pandemic, particular attention will have to be paid to the
question of “social distancing” and the related idea of control and surveillance that comes with
digital vaccine passports—for instance, in the concept of precision medicine and how
datafication is transforming the politics of care and notions of accountability.”® Precisely
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because biology and law are not impermeable to each other, and our rights are inherently
connected to our understanding and lived experience of our embodiment, it becomes extremely
important to see what instruments may threaten the connection between our rights and
embodiment that has existed at least since “habeas corpus.” Debates on the political control of
“digital objects” and the making of digital subjects and data sovereignty play an essential role
here which cannot be covered in the limited scope of our article.”’

How to Recover from the Crisis: The Planetary Future of Affirmative Biopolitics

At the time of writing, it has still not been conclusively determined whether SARS-CoV-2 virus
responsible for COVID-19 effected a classic “species jump” and from being endemic to certain
animals became pandemic for the human animal, or whether it is an “emerging infectious
disease” with probable animal sources, or whether some prior human modifications of existing
coronaviruses produced it.”® Regardless of final answers to this debate, COVID-19 has
certainly brought once again global attention to the threats posed by zoonotic diseases, whose
persisting influence has marked the longue durée history of the animal-human interface.” The
inescapable phenomenon of zoonosis focuses our discussion on the senses in which human
societies have always been not only bio-political but also bio-social: biological citizenship calls
for renewed attention to democratic societies' legitimation discourses and the need to bring into
consideration non-human forms of agency—the wider microbial web of life that makes human
societies possible and, at the same time, in some cases, at risk. From many different quarters,
it has been pointed out that the COVID pandemic has ushered to global attention what used to
be the rather niche perspective of planetary health, or One World, One Health, based on
recognizing the continuity between human, animal, plant and environmental health.®® For at
least a decade, international organizations including the WHO and FAO have introduced a
“global early warning system” to alert nations’ health systems to the appearances of zoonoses.
One of its key documents is the so-called “Manhattan Principles of One Health” (2004) which
soon after its appearance, was mentioned in an article of Foreign Affairs.3! In hindsight,
especially with the continuing investigation of the origins of the virus in China (or elsewhere),
it makes perfect sense why an international relations journal would draw attention to certain
principles of commonalities between veterinary health and human public health given the
phenomenon of zoonosis.

For our purposes what is significant about these “Manhattan Principles” is how they draw from
securitization theory in order to conceptualize what Rosi Braidotti refers to as the posthuman
“technologically mediated emphasis on life as zoe-centered system of species
egalitarianism.”®? Thus, the fifth Manhattan principle calls for “devising adaptive, holistic and
forward-looking approaches to the prevention, surveillance, monitoring, control and mitigation
of emerging and resurging diseases that fully account for the complex interconnections among
species.” This is interesting because the management of zoonosis is clearly oriented here
towards leveraging the “complex interconnections among species” as a means of avoiding
adopting principles of separation not only between species, but also between individuals of the
same species. We associate this with quarantines and social distancing once diseases have
become unmanageable. This logic seems to admit that the future of bio-security must develop
in conjunction with an affirmative biopolitics which, among other things, will have to recognize
claims to multispecies justice®® and “egalitarianism” at the species level, granting rights and
legal status to other species, if not directly recognizing and factoring in the possibility of
political agency in non-human life. This suggests that a future affirmative biopolitics will have
to come to grips with the reality that we must find ways to live together with viruses, and de-
securitize our pandemic approaches in view of reaching forms of symbiosis with other living
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and non-living beings. We may also have to re-learn forms of symbiosis from ancestral cultures
who, to return to our initial point, were misleadingly thought to live in pre-biopolitical times.?*

The shift in historical perspective relating to biopolitics’ periodization brings forward the
question of the “agency” of non-human life and of inorganic matter. The subtle management
of the Hippocratic triad of Airs, Waters and Places (to which we can add the power of
astrological influences) in the ancient and medieval city, for instance, speaks volumes not just
about the zeal to manage the porosity and vitality of both individual and civic bodies, but also
of the agential power that Western medicine itself attributed to natural elements. With an
obvious biopolitical metaphor, for instance, Hippocrates in De Flatibus defined winds as a
“powerful king,” a “souverain” whose power we need to respect and contemplate (3.1).
References to the agency of nature and the manipulation of milieu as a form of distant
government of space and populations are also key in urban architecture or the military from
ancient times to the Renaissance.®> Arguably, this agency was recognized and valorized across
cultures and societies for ages, but it seems to have undergone a partial eclipse in the West with
the rise of mechanistic models of nature in early European modernity.* However, informed by
post-classical developments in the natural sciences in the twentieth century, sociological
discourses like “new materialisms,” “actor network theory,” and “systems theory” have
recently brought the agency of the non-human back into the mainstream.?” In this they were
greatly helped by the consolidation of earth system sciences as well as by the “ontological turn”
by anthropological interpretations of Indigenous knowledges, which together understand the
Anthropocene as evidence for the “agency” of earthly (Gaia), planetary, and other geological
formations.®® According to some interpreters, one of the corollaries of these discourses puts
biopolitics on a defensive footing,® casting it more as part of the problem than the solution,
since biopolitics would fundamentally divide the living and the non-living, assigning to the
living both agency and status, while depriving them from what is inorganic. Biopolitics would
remain complicit with the extractivism of the Industrial Age and of modern capitalism (and
correlated forms of colonialism, slavery, and genocide, etc.) that is responsible for the on-going
climate crisis or catastrophe. By so doing, the claim goes, biopolitics also goes against the grain
of Indigenous ontologies where the personality of inorganic matter is not scandalous (although
this terrain is contested, since these “ontologies” can also be tied to forms of animism and
personalism that may equally fall within the horizon of life).”® Yet the jury is still very much
out on these “new materialist” critiques of biopolitics.

Thomas Lemke for instance has recently pointed out the lack of a convincing ethics or politics
coming out of New Materialisms.”' Lemke argues that Foucault’s theory of governmentality—
—which after all provided the matrix for developing the idea of biopolitics and biopower—
remains the most pertinent discourse for understanding the disposition of things (both natural
and artificial, both human and non-human) that govern us by determining the milieu or
environment within which humans and non-humans live and act. In this context, Lemke speaks
of the power of “environmentality.” Indeed, from our brief discussion of the kind of
governmentality that One Health proposes for coping with the challenges of zoonosis, this
would seem to fit better with the power of environmentality than with the sort of artificial or
instrumentalist personalization of the inorganic found in the new materialist and ANT
conceptions of non-human agency. Could a genealogical work disconnecting biopolitics from
its modern European birthdate in the eighteenth century®? disentangle it from the mechanistic
view of nature and bodies of post-enlightenment developments, and perhaps further relax some
of the tensions highlighted in this debate? In particular, the Foucauldian conceptions of
governmentality and biopolitics turning on security dispositifs and even “environmentality”
seem insufficient to address the demand for a new “politics of nature” or political ecology
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(Latour): the demand fo expand the republic of the living both to non-humans and to non-living
beings,” while maintaining the rich legal and political institutions characterizing the long
experience with communal liberties and related biopolitics in the premodern urban space. This
demand meets biological citizenship’s potentiality halfway, designating not only the new rights
and obligations that citizens incur in governing their own “biology,” but also citizenship’s
potential to extend beyond the confines of human biology.

Indicative of this demand for a new “politics of nature,” Chakrabarty’s latest book sets out to
address the new planetary dimension that emerges from the Anthropocene (which stands in
tension with the dimension of the “global,” tied to late modern capitalism) by starting from two
thinkers of the political, Arendt and Schmitt.”* Schmitt is the political and juridical thinker
whose categories, which Agamben and others have developed and radicalized, articulate
biopolitics through an oppositional relationship between life and law based on a logic of
exclusionary inclusion, and the production of life destined to be killed with impunity. This
variant of biopolitics both denounces and plays into the securitization of life and health visible
in the global management of the pandemic. What is missing, in contrast, is a convincing
discourse on the legal medium (through which politics has always been articulated) that
recognizes the agency of non-human living and non-living beings as a matter of equal legal
and political status. Perhaps, in this sense, it is more promising to begin from the Arendtian
categories of natality and plurality grounding the right to have rights, and making possible all
political relationality. These new categories, which Janus-faced look towards both life/nature
and politics/law, make it possible to develop new accounts of juris genesis from the common
and republican politics of life.”” The goal is to work on de-securitizing our entanglements with
non-human life and non-life by re-politicizing our relations with what constitutes us as one
living species among others on this planet.

Conclusion: A Biosocial Crisis, a Biosocial Recovery

From its socio-natural causes to its disproportionately gendered and racialized effects, COVID-
19 is not merely a total social fact but a biosocial crisis through and through. In historian Frank
Snowden’s recent diagnosis,”® epidemic diseases are not to be considered “random events that
afflict societies capriciously and without warning. On the contrary, every society produces its
own specific vulnerabilities.” A magnifier, a call for listening, action or a crash test, COVID-
19 for us intensifies what scholars have highlighted over the last two decades: i.e., that the
modernistic separation of nature and society, biology and history is a fiction and a luxury we
can no longer afford at a time when viral, social, and geological history are deeply entangled.
Alongside a sacrosanct call to change capitalism and rediscover the importance of public
welfare,”” as well as bottom-up experiences of solidarity and mutual aid,”® we wish to point to
the importance of building a multiscalar way of thinking that brings together viral and cellular
processes, the meso-level of urban or polity intervention, and the macro-structure of global
capitalism and its system of exploitation and inequality.”® Ours is not a call to start from scratch.
Quite the opposite.

The deep history of the politics of life briefly overviewed in section 1 is just one example of
the hidden repositories we can excavate to enrich our biosocial knowledge and forge agile tools
for addressing the biosocial causes and effects of this and future crises. Genuine cross-
disciplinary attempts to bridge scales and disciplines in social and biomedical sciences as well
history and posthumanities, will be required to fashion an affirmative biopolitics up to the task
of addressing the challenges posed by biosocial assemblages of viruses and global structures
in an age of climate change and mass extinction.
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