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Abstract: In consciousness studies there is a growing tendency to con-
sider experience as (i) fundamentally affective and (ii) deeply inter-
linked with interoceptive and homeostatic bodily processes. However,
this view still needs further development to be part of any rigorous
theory of consciousness. To advance in this direction, we ask: (1) is
there any affective type that is always present in consciousness?, (2) is
it related to interoception and homeostasis?, and (3) what are its
properties? Here we analyse and compare Jim Russell’s core affect
and Thomas Fuchs’ concept of vitality, and propose a more encom-
passing notion that subsumes both: continuous organismic sentience.
It provides affirmative answers to questions 1 and 2, and, regarding
question 3, a preliminary list of thirteen properties divided into ontol-
ogical, phenomenological, and functional categories. This is the first
of a series of studies that will systematically address different notions
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of a fundamental, homeostatically-rooted affective type, to achieve a
rigorous, unified concept for consciousness science.

1. Introduction

The scientific study of consciousness has witnessed a huge prolifera-
tion of theories, frameworks, and empirical tools in recent decades.
Most of them have focused on the perceptual and cognitive aspects of
consciousness (Baars, 1988; 2005; Crick and Koch, 1990; Dehaene
and Naccache, 2001; Dehaene, Changeux and Naccache, 2011;
Tononi et al., 2016; Tononi, 2017). However, in recent years, there
has been also an increasing interest in its affective dimension. Indeed,
an important group of scientists has even suggested that we may have
entered the era of affectivism in the mind sciences (Dukes et al.,
2021). The importance of moods, feelings, emotions, and motivations,
both as important research topics in themselves and as fundamental to
understanding cognitive phenomena such as attention, decision
making, and perception, is being increasingly acknowledged by the
scientific community. This is happening also in the specific case of
consciousness. Seminal work from Damasio (1994; 1999) and
Panksepp (1998) gave strong momentum to the view that affective
phenomena deserve special treatment if we want to understand how
and why we are conscious, have a sense of self, and, more broadly,
what the place is of consciousness in nature.

Following this trend, a picture has now emerged according to which
affective experience would be a fundamental form of consciousness
that arises from interoceptive processes that inform the organism
about the changing states of its body’s internal milieu in order to
maintain homeostasis (Parvizi and Damasio, 2001; Thompson and
Varela, 2001; Merker, 2007; Thompson, 2007; 2015; 2022; Barrett
and Bliss-Moreau, 2009; Solms, 2013; 2019; 2021a,b; Barrett and
Simmons, 2015; Seth and Tsakiris, 2018; Solms and Friston, 2018;
Carvalho and Damasio, 2021; Damasio, 2021; Pereira Jr, 2021; Seth,
2021). For instance, Antonio Damasio writes that ‘homeostatic feel-
ings are the first enablers of consciousness’ (2021, p. 149), or that
feeling is ‘a foundational component of standard consciousness’ (ibid.,
p. 122). Mark Solms writes that ‘consciousness... is fundamentally
affective, and... an extended form of homeostasis’ (2021b, pp. 294—
5). Anil Seth states that the ‘bedrock layers [of conscious selfthood]
are intimately tied to the interior of the body... to a basal... ever-
present sense of simply “being” an embodied, living organism’ (Seth,
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2021, p. 182). Barrett and Simmons, in turn, write that ‘affective
properties such as pleasure, displeasure and arousal — which are
thought to be rooted in interoception — are fundamental properties of
conscious experience’ (Barrett and Simmons, 2015, p. 425).

In sum, there is an important group of researchers claiming that con-
scious experience is (i) fundamentally affective and (ii) deeply inter-
linked with interoceptive and homeostatic processes in the bodies of
living creatures. We call it the affective-homeostatic view of con-
sciousness (AHV for short). This is very close to what has recently
been called affect-based theories of consciousness (Seth and Bayne,
2022). Importantly, if these approaches are on the right track, then
consciousness would probably not be a substrate-independent compu-
tational process running in the brain, equally implementable on a
sufficiently powerful computer, but more of a biologically-rooted
phenomenon better understood in line with the life-mind continuity
thesis (Thompson, 2007; 2011; Kirchhoff, 2018).

However, although it constitutes a very promising view, the state-
ments that consciousness is (i) fundamentally affective and (ii) inter-
linked with interoception and homeostasis in living bodies have not
received the analysis and argument they deserve to be part of any
rigorous theory of consciousness. To start, it is not clear how to
understand the purported fundamentality of homeostatic-affective
experiences. In this regard, we adopt Kriegel’s (2015) framework
according to which the fundamentality of any type of conscious
experience means being a primitive form of phenomenology, in the
sense of neither being grounded in, nor being reducible to, any other
phenomenal type, while being the ungrounded grounder for some or
all other phenomenal types, in the ontological sense that (all or some
of) the other phenomenal types would be instantiated wholly in virtue
of the synchronous instantiation of the primitive type (ibid.). So, if
affect is fundamental or primitive in consciousness, then it would not
be grounded in any other phenomenal type, e.g. perceptual, cognitive,
or conative types, but would ground some or all of them, the latter
case meaning it would not only be a fundamental type, but the funda-
mental type. In other words, if affect is the ultimate phenomenal type,
then it would be the ungrounded grounder of all other types of
phenomenology, i.e. all phenomenal types would be experienced in
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virtue of the fact that affective consciousness is also simultaneously
experienced.34

Now, instead of directly asking whether all types of experience
occur in virtue of the affective phenomenal type, in this paper we
engage in a more modest project that we think is a first crucial step to
address the purported fundamentality of affect. We make the reasona-
ble assumption that if homeostatically-rooted affective phenomenol-
ogy is indeed the ultimate primitive of consciousness (i.e. the phenom-
enologically ungrounded phenomenal type that grounds all other
phenomenal types), then it would need to satisfy, at least, the
necessary condition of being present whenever someone is phenom-
enally conscious. Therefore, for all consciousness to be somehow
grounded in affect and intimately interlinked with life-regulation, a
necessary (although insufficient) condition is that some (sub)type of
life-related affective element would always be present in experience,
even if not at the attentional focus.

So, in order to make progress in the affective-homeostatic view of
consciousness, three questions should be explicitly asked:

(1) Is there any subtype of affective experience that is always present
in consciousness?

(2) Is it related to interoception and homeostatic regulation in living
bodies?

(3) What are its properties?

There are currently several accounts that are offering affirmative
answers to question 1 and 2, and giving certain details concerning
question 3. That is, they try to describe and explain a continuous
affective layer constituted by an interoceptive and homeostatically-

This is compatible with affect being grounded in neurobiological or (neuro)physiol-
ogical processes in the brain or across the body.

It is important to make explicit that, following Kriegel (2015) and others, we are
assuming an ontology of fypes (and subtypes) of conscious experiences; or more plausi-
bly, types of often simultaneously instantiated /ayers of phenomenology, like per-
ceptual, cognitive, conative, and affective types, and their respective subtypes, e.g.
emotional phenomenology and mood phenomenology as affective subtypes. Now,
although we will often speak in terms of types of (e.g. affective) states, we will do so in
a loose sense that is compatible with affects being processes, that can be regarded e.g.
as causally connected series of successive states (Kim, 2011). Also, we are neither
assuming nor addressing whether the phenomenal types are either distinct or reducible
to neurophysiological states or processes, which lies beyond the scope of the paper.
Thanks to one of the referees for pressing us to clarify this.
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rooted feeling, characterized by various authors as ‘the feeling of
being alive’. These attempts come from different disciplines such as
neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry, and philosophy. Damasio, for
instance, describes it as ‘the feeling of life itself, the sense of being’
(Damasio, 1994, p. 150); a ‘background body sense’ (ibid., p. 152),
which is ‘continuous and endless’ (Damasio, 2018, pp. 234-5). Seth
pictures it as a ‘cognitively subterranean, inchoate, difficult-to-
describe experience of simply being a living organism’ (Seth, 2021, p.
195), that could be understood as the ‘feeling of being alive’ (ibid., p.
157). Thompson and Varela call it ‘sentience — the feeling of being
alive... the inescapable affective backdrop of every conscious state’
(Thompson and Varela, 2001, p. 424), ‘a kind of primitive self-aware
liveliness or animation of the body’ (Thompson, 2007, p. 161). Craig
characterizes it as ‘homeostatic sentience... a real-time portrayal of
the living “material me”... the feeling of being alive’ (Craig, 2015, pp.
194-5). Russell and Barrett write about ‘core affect... the most
elementary consciously accessible affective feelings’ (Russell and
Barrett, 1999, p. 806), while Fuchs describes ‘vitality... [as the]
foundational layer of experience’ (Fuchs, 2012, p. 153). Other closely-
related notions are Colombetti’s ‘background bodily feelings’ (2013,
p. 123), de Vignemont’s ‘interoceptive feelings’ (2019, p. 262), de
Preester’s interoceptive and non-topographic ‘most basic form of
subjectivity’ (2019, p. 305), Thayer’s biopsychological model of
moods (1990; 1996), and Ryan and Deci’s ‘vitality’ (2017), among
others.

Now, although there are many relevant proposals, the field of
consciousness studies is lacking a comprehensive and systematic
evaluation and comparation of these conceptualizations across disci-
plines with the specific aim of addressing the three aforementioned
research questions to advance the affective-homeostatic view of con-
sciousness. Here, we make a first step and critically examine what to
our minds are two of the most well-developed accounts.

The first is the notion of core affect from experimental psychologist
James Russell and colleagues (Russell, 1980; 2003; 2005; 2017;
Russell and Barrett, 1999; Yik, Russell and Steiger, 2011). In Section
2, we review this notion and arrive at a set of nine explicitly attributed
properties, such as being continuous, pre-reflective, and objectless. In
Section 3, we review a second notion, vitality, from psychiatrist-
philosopher Thomas Fuchs (2012; 2013a,b; 2018). We arrive at a set
of eleven properties including being self-conscious, bodily, and
homeostatic. In Section 4, we show that both notions share a subset of
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seven properties, while differing in others, and we argue that this
difference is just semantic and that they are in fact co-referential
terms. We do this by showing the plausibility of attributing vitality’s
prima facie unique properties to core affect (4.1), and vice versa (4.2).
Then, we propose a novel hypothesis about the intrinsically motiva-
tional nature of core affect/vitality (4.3). Finally, in Section 5, we
offer the concept of continuous organismic sentience to subsume core
affect and vitality under a more encompassing notion that integrates
and exceeds both: it is the union of core affect and vitality’s initially
unique properties, plus our proposal about their intrinsically motiva-
tional nature. This result allows us to provide affirmative answers to
questions 1 and 2, and, regarding question 3, create a preliminary list
of thirteen properties divided into ontological (one property), phenom-
enological (ten properties), and functional categories (two properties).
We end with concluding remarks and potential avenues for future
research.

This is the first of a series of theoretical studies that will
systematically address and try to integrate different conceptions of a
continuous, homeostatic, primordial feeling of being alive. We hope
this will contribute a rigorous, unified concept for consciousness
science, especially important for those endorsing the affective-homeo-
static view or affect-based theories of consciousness.

2. Core Affect

We start with the concept of core affect, which is a theoretical
construct that springs from decades of research from experimental
psychologist Jim Russell and colleagues (Russell, 1980; 2003; 2005;
2017; Russell and Barrett, 1999; Yik, Russell and Steiger, 2011). It is
meant to designate an elementary affective layer of experience
normally at the background of every conscious state. Russell and
colleagues claim that, regardless of whether someone is experiencing
any emotional episode, thought, image, recollection, etc., she would
always be experiencing core affect. In other words, core affect seems
to be a continuous feature of experience, defined as ‘a neurophysiol-
ogical state that is consciously accessible as a simple, nonreflective
feeling that is an integral blend of hedonic (pleasure—displeasure) and
arousal (sleepy—activated) values’ (Russell, 2003, p. 147). Let us
unpack this.

First, it would be ‘simple’ in the sense of not being composed of
any other separable experiential elements, while being the
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fundamental building block of every affective experience. In our
terminology, this means that core affect is affectively primitive, i.e.
within the affective domain, core affect is not grounded in any other
affective element, but is an indispensable ingredient for any affective
experience to occur, e.g. emotions and moods (Russell, 2003; 2005;
2017).5

Second, in calling it ‘non-reflective’, Russell means an affective
state that does not constitutively require reflection or thought for it to
be experienced: ‘it can exist without being labeled, interpreted, or
attributed to any cause’ (Russell, 2003, p. 148). To use a more wide-
spread notion, we will call it pre-reflective, in that it could eventually
become an object of reflection and even voluntary self-regulation, but
is typically and spontaneously experienced without such high-level
cognitive processes. Importantly, this is directly related to the fact that
core affect unfolds in the experiential background of one’s conscious-
ness, that is, not as an attended object of experience, but as the affect-
ive experiential backdrop that permanently colours how we perceive
the world around us (Barrett and Bar, 2009; Barrett, 2017).

Third, core affect is an ‘integral blend of hedonic and arousal
values’, that is, phenomenologically constituted by the two dimen-
sions of activation/deactivation (i.e. degree of arousal) and pleasure/
displeasure (i.e. hedonic valence). For instance, someone feeling
excited or enthusiastic will be in a pleasant and highly aroused state,
someone feeling sad or tired will be in a state of unpleasant deactiva-
tion, while a feeling of serenity will be a deactivated pleasant state.
Several examples of core affective states and their corresponding
place within this two-dimensional structure are shown in Figure 1.

This does not entail that core affect is the fundamental or primitive form of conscious-
ness, which is the stronger possibility that we raised in the introduction. It is logically
possible that core affect is the ground of all affective life (i.e. what is claimed by
Russell and colleagues), while being itself grounded in e.g. perceptual experience. As
mentioned, in this work our focus is exclusively on what we take to be a minimal
necessary condition for any phenomenal type to be the ultimate phenomenal primitive;
namely, being continuously present in conscious experience.
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Core affective feelings

Activation
D
Activated, unpleasant Activated, pleasant
states, e.g. anxious, jittery, states, e.g. enthusiastic,

distressed, frenzied ) elated, energetic, excited

Displeasure Pleasure
Y
Deactivated, unpleasant Deactivated, pleasant
states, e.g. tired, gloomy, states, e.g. serene,
sad, sluggish y peaceful, placid, tranquil

Deactivation

Figure 1. Examples of core affective feelings as blends of activation and
hedonic values. Adapted from Yik, Russell and Steiger (2011).

Russell also stresses that core affect is not directed to any intentional
object, it is an objectless feeling. In contrast to emotional states like
fear which typically have an object, i.e. something is feared (e.g. a
ghost), a core affective state like serenity is not directed to any
particular object, the feeling is about nothing in particular. It is there-
fore much closer to moods, which are also typically described as
objectless (Rolls, 1999; VandenBos, 2015). Indeed, Russell defines
moods as ‘prolonged core affect with no object’ (2003, p. 147) and
Barrett (2017) states that core affect is a technical term for the
common-sense notion of moods.¢

Another important property of core affect that deserves an explicit
mention is that core affective states are what we may call ‘world-
colouring’. Evidence suggests that your core affect influences how
you perceive the world (Russell, 2003; 2005; Barrett and Bar, 2009;
Barrett, 2017), including whether a drink tastes delicious or insipid,
whether people seem nice or mean, or a painting beautiful or ugly
(Barrett and Bar, 2009). This is related to core affect being normally at
the background of one’s experience, which makes it possible for other

However, we remain neutral concerning the potential identification of core affect with
moods, especially due to the diverse and sometimes incompatible ways in which moods
are conceptualized in affective science and philosophy.
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objects to be attended while core affect is simultaneously experienced.
Also, this is related to what Barrett (2017) calls ‘affective realism’, the
fact that we project to the world qualities that, strictly speaking,
belong to our experience of the world. We tend to perceive external
objects as being good or bad, depending on our background state of
core affect, such that job applicants are rated more negatively on rainy
compared to sunny days, and a camera in a journalist’s hand is per-
ceived by a highly negatively aroused soldier as a gun and the
journalist as a terrorist (ibid.).

Consider now the motivational status of core affect. Russell argues
that our core affective states have an impact on the formation of
preferences and attitudes toward external events and objects.
Typically, we form preferences and approach situations that pre-
viously caused or were accompanied by positively valenced feelings,
and avoid those that were negatively felt (Russell, 2003). This is a
way in which core affect has a motivational relevance. More
generally, this is an instance of the hedonic principle according to
which, ceteris absentibus (i.e. in the absence of other contravening
causes), pleasant core affective experiences (and the associated
external circumstances) are sought, while unpleasant ones (and their
associated external situations) are avoided. This entails that someone
experiencing positive core affect will, generally speaking, behave in
such a way as to prolong or repeat the situation or activity that
promotes that feeling, while someone experiencing negative core
affect will behave as to interrupt or avoid it.

In sum, Russell and colleagues are very explicit that core affect is a
continuous (but changing) affective state that hence tentatively pro-
vides an affirmative answer to our research question 1: is there any
subtype of affective experience that is always present in conscious-
ness? Concerning our question 3 — what are its properties? — we
reviewed explicit characterizations of core affect as (i) continuous,
(i) affectively primitive, (iii) pre-reflective, (iv) in the background,
(v) hedonically valenced, (vi) (de)activated, (vii) objectless, (viii)
world-colouring, and (ix) motivational. Now, concerning 2 — is it
related to interoception and homeostatic regulation in living bodies?
— although Russell sometimes suggests a positive answer, to the best
of our knowledge he is not explicit about it. However, in Section 4.1
we will argue for a positive answer supported by further empirical and
theoretical considerations, including writings from one of Russell’s
direct collaborators, neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett.
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We turn now to another concept that denotes a permanent and
ground-state affective layer of experience that is more explicitly
related to interoception and homeostatic regulation.

3. Fuchs’ Feeling of Being Alive:
Vitality and Conation

Psychiatrist and philosopher Thomas Fuchs offers the ‘feeling of
being alive’ as a phenomenological and biologically-rooted concept
that would denote ‘the affective backdrop of every conscious state...
confirming the inherent linkage of processes of life and processes of
experience, of Leben and Erleben’ (Fuchs, 2018, p. 113). It has two
main components: vitality and conation (Fuchs, 2012; 2013a,b; 2018).
We start with vitality.

He describes vitality as ‘lived in the background — as a realm of
diffuse ease or unease, relaxation or tension, restriction or expansion,
freshness and vigour or tiredness and exhaustion’ (Fuchs, 2012, p.
153), which has a ‘basic polarity of Wohlbefinden and Missbefinden
(well- and ill-being)’ (ibid., p. 153). The close relationship to core
affect is evident. All these feelings mentioned by Fuchs, e.g. relaxa-
tion, tension, vigour, exhaustion, etc., can be seen as combinations of
hedonic valence and arousal values, e.g. as deactivated pleasant states
in relaxation and ease, deactivated unpleasant states in the case of
tiredness and exhaustion, or as an activated pleasant state in the
feeling of vigour (Yik, Russell and Steiger, 2011).

As quoted, Fuchs also stresses that vitality is at the background of
consciousness. It is not the attended object of experience, such as
something perceived, thought, remembered, or imagined, but a ‘con-
tinuous bodily background feeling’ (Fuchs, 2012, p. 152). The strong
convergence with core affect is apparent.

Also, in plain affinity with the property of core affect that we have
called world-colouring, Fuchs claims that feelings of vitality are
‘media of perceiving the world as well, they color and pervade all
experience’ (ibid., p. 153). Drawing on Heidegger’s treatment of
moods and Ratcliffe’s further elaboration as ‘existential feelings’,
Fuchs conceives of vitality as bodily states that are experienced as
ways in which the world is disclosed, as forms of attunement to the
world, such that the world appears dull, annoying, and unappealing to
someone exhausted and uneasy, or even more extreme, as completely
uninteresting, unreal, or strangely unfamiliar, as in some psychiatric
disorders (ibid.; Fuchs, 2013a).
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However, in contrast to Russell, Fuchs explicitly stresses that feel-
ings of vitality are ‘bound to the body... [and] may be regarded as
indicators of our particular state of life in its ups and downs’ (Fuchs,
2012, p. 153), they arise from an ‘interoceptive loop’ (2018, p. 112).
This ‘loop’ is constituted by the internal environment of the body (i.e.
inner tissues, organs, blood pressure, glucose and oxygen levels, etc.)
in continuous reciprocal interaction with the brain, especially the
upper brainstem (ibid.). Hence, vitality seems to arise in intimate
connection to interoceptive and homeostatic processes within the
animal’s body. As Fuchs puts it, vitality is ‘ultimately rooted in the
homeodynamic regulation between brain and body, and, in a sense,
integrates the present state of the organism as a whole’ (Fuchs, 2012,
p. 154).7

Let us turn now to the second element of Fuchs’ concept of the
feeling of being alive: conation. It refers to the ‘fundamental
“energetic” dynamics of life that can be described by terms such as
drive, instinct or urge...” (ibid., p. 155), plus other feelings like desire,
fulfilment, and satisfaction, that would be ‘the subjective side and the
driving-force of the processes of self-preservation and exchange that
characterize animal life’ (ibid., p. 157). Conation emphasizes the
motivational aspect of feeling alive, the primordial impulse to act in
such a way as to meet our vital needs and perpetuate life.

However, it seems pretty clear that Fuchs’ conation refers to inter-
mittent states, such as hunger and thirst, not to a continuous type of
affective phenomenology. These often imperious, motivational states
purportedly arise to correct critical homeostatic imbalances (i.e. low
sucrose and water levels), and are experienced as spontaneous urges to
seek the corresponding resources. As such, conation should be under-
stood as a discontinuous layer of physiological motivation that arises
against a permanent layer of wvitality. Indeed, Fuchs explicitly
associates conation to Panksepp’s primal/primary-process affective
consciousness (Panksepp, 1998; 2005; 2017),8 constituted by brain-
based, genetically programmed instinctual emotions that are critical

Given our present purposes, we regard the difference between ‘homeostatic’ and
‘homeodynamic’ as mainly a difference of emphasis or connotation, but substantially
referring to the same physiological process of continuous regulation of vital variables
within certain viable bounds for the organism to remain alive.

Panksepp (1998) identifies seven major emotional systems in the brain of all mammals,

supporting their corresponding emotional feelings, physiological changes, and
behaviours; these are SEEKING, RAGE, FEAR, LUST, CARE, PANIC, and PLAY.
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for survival, such as seeking, rage, and care. Importantly, these
emotions are typically fleeting episodes that arise and disappear as a
function of the situation and homeostatic demand. Panksepp warns
that primal emotions are not to be confused with ‘background bodily
feelings (e.g., tiredness)’ (Panksepp, 2005, p. 39).9

In sum, conation is described as a discontinuous layer of typically
highly aroused emotional episodes aimed to fulfil urgent homeostatic
needs. Although very critical for survival, due to its intermittency,
conation differs from core affect and vitality and could not be directly
included in the permanent, affective layer of experience that we are
trying to characterize. Importantly, given that Fuchs attributes mainly
to conation the motivational aspect of the feeling of being alive, this
leaves vitality itself with no explicit motivational role, and hence
differing to core affect in this particular respect.

Now, there is an experiential aspect that Fuchs develops considera-
bly but Russell barely mentions. It is the subjectivity and bodily nature
of the basic feeling of being alive. More specifically, Fuchs argues
that vitality constitutes a ‘basic bodily self-affection or a minimal form
of subjectivity’ (Fuchs, 2018, p. 112), a ‘subjective body’ (ibid., p.
72). That is, a fundamental pre-reflective bodily self-awareness
entailed by the non-anonymous character of vitality feelings (Fuchs,
2012; 2018). The notion of pre-reflective bodily self-awareness refers
to the tacit quality of mineness that all the different experiences that
one has share in common. Irrespective of the fact that all my experi-
ences can differ both in their contents or objects (e.g. a sunset, a
poem, etc.) and in their mode of presentation (e.g. remembered, per-
ceived, imagined, etc.), there is something that remains the same,
namely, that they are all my experiences, I am pre-reflectively aware
that I am the bodily subject of all these experiences (Legrand, 2007;
Zahavi, 2008; 2011; Gallagher and Zahavi, 2012).

Vitality would constitute a pre-reflective bodily self-consciousness
inasmuch as it makes perfect sense to say that it was already my back-
ground feeling of serenity, unease, or vigour, even before I put it in
the focus of my attention and explicitly recognize it as mine. Vitality
would be subjective in a minimal, bodily sense, rather than being
phenomenologically anonymous or neutral. Importantly, the bodily-

Although it is not mentioned by Fuchs, conation also comes very close to Denton’s
primordial emotions (Denton, 2005; Denton et al., 2009). These include feelings of
hunger for food, hunger for air, thirst, pain, sexual desire, etc.
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subjective character of vitality does not mean that the body or the
subject are intentional objects of experience, like contents the experi-
ence of vitality would be about. Rather, they constitute a subjective
body that acts as ‘a medium’ (Fuchs, 2018, p. 71) through which we
perceive the world, a constant background that permeates and colours
all objects of experience. As Colombetti aptly clarifies with respect to
the bodily character of affective experiences, ‘for a feeling to be a
bodily feeling, it need not be about the body... [but] as that through
which one experiences something else’ (Colombetti, 2013, p. 113).

Finally, Fuchs also goes further than Russell and argues that vitality
is not only the most fundamental affective type but the ultimate primi-
tive of experience. He states that the feeling of being alive ‘is situated
at the threshold of life and experience’ (Fuchs, 2012, p. 149), the point
where self-regulatory biological processes become an essentially
sentient ‘pre-reflective self-awareness’ (ibid., p. 149), the ‘foundation
of all conscious experience’ (Fuchs, 2018, p. 107). However, as we
clarified in the introduction, we think that claiming that affective-
homeostatic consciousness is the phenomenological ground for all
forms of consciousness is an utterly strong thesis that surpasses the
purposes of this paper. Instead, we are focusing here on a minimal
necessary condition that the ultimate phenomenal primitive must
satisfy, which is to be ubiquitous in conscious experience. Hence, we
are going to consider only the weaker implication that Fuchs’ vitality
satisfies the property of being affectively primitive, i.e. the affective
subtype that grounds all affective experience. This is entailed by the
stronger thesis but at the same time allows us to remain neutral about
it.

To sum up, Fuchs asserts that the fundamental feeling of being alive
can be understood as comprising two components: vitality and cona-
tion. Conation would denote a set of intermittent states that does not
satisfy the condition of being continuously present in experience.
Vitality, in contrast, would provide an affirmative answer to our
research question 1 — is there any subtype of affective experience
that is always present in consciousness? — and hence will be the
focus of consequent discussion. Moreover, regarding question 2 — is
it related to homeostatic regulation? — it also offers a positive answer.
Concerning question 3 — what are its properties? — vitality is
described by Fuchs as being (i) continuous, (ii) affectively primitive,
(iii) pre-reflective, (iv) in the background, (v) hedonically valenced,
(vi) (de)activated, (vii) world-colouring, (viii) subjective/self-
conscious, (ix) bodily, (x) interoceptive, and (xi) homeostatic.
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4. Core Affect and Vitality
as Co-referential Terms

So far, we have reviewed Russell’s concept of core affect and Fuchs’
feeling of being alive, especially vitality. Now, regarding how core
affect and vitality are explicitly characterized, we can safely state that
they both refer to an affective experiential dimension which is (i) con-
tinuous, (ii) affectively primitive, (iii) pre-reflective, (iv) in the back-
ground, (v) hedonically valenced, (vi) (de)activated, and (vii) world-
colouring. These are the properties they share. Regarding their differ-
ences, core affect is explicitly described by Russell as being (i) object-
less and (ii) motivational, while Fuchs’ vitality is not. The latter, in
turn, in contrast to the former, is additionally described as being
(i) subjective, (ii) bodily, (iii) interoceptive, and (iv) homeostatic. This
is summarized in Table 1.

Russell’s Core Affect | Fuchs’ Vitality
Continuous Yes Yes
Affectively primitive Yes Yes
Pre-reflective Yes Yes
Background Yes Yes
Hedonically valenced Yes Yes
(De)Activated Yes Yes
World-colouring Yes Yes
Objectless Yes No
Motivational Yes No
Subjective No Yes
Bodily No Yes
Interoceptive No Yes
Homeostatic No Yes

Table 1. Properties that are explicitly included in the corresponding concept.

Now, we will argue that both concepts, core affect and vitality, share
the same referent, i.e. designate the same conscious affective phenom-
enon, even if they differ in their meanings, i.e. the properties they
explicitly ascribe to the referent. To attempt to show this, we ask:

(1) Is it plausible to attribute vitality’s extra properties to core affect?
(i1) Is it plausible to attribute core affect’s extra properties to vitality?

In the following, we argue that both answers are ‘Yes’. We think that
this result will be a compelling case in favour of the hypothesis that
they are in fact different ways of describing the same continuous,
affective, ground-state layer of experience intimately tied to organ-
ismic regulation. We end with the proposal of a new theoretical con-
struct to subsume both concepts: continuous organismic sentience.



CONTINUOUS ORGANISMIC SENTIENCE 21

4.1. Vitality’s extra properties and core affect

We start by asking whether it is plausible to attribute vitality’s
properties of being interoceptive, homeostatic, bodily, and subjective
to core affect.

To the best of our knowledge, Russell does not explicitly stress any
essential relation between core affect on the one hand, and intero-
ception and homeostatic regulation on the other. Indeed, in the paper
in which he and colleagues discuss the probable neurophysiological
mechanisms underlying core affect’s fundamental ingredients, that is,
arousal and hedonic valence, they do not, at least explicitly, refer to
specifically interoceptive or homeostatic mechanisms (Posner, Russell
and Peterson, 2005).

However, here we argue that further evaluation of the core affect
construct plausibly reveals its tight link to interoception, homeostasis,
and the body. First, Russell mentions that core affect is what people
can always describe when asked ‘how do you feel?” (Russell, 2003;
2005). Now, Craig has repeatedly argued that interoception, which he
defines as the sense of the physiological condition of the body, is pre-
cisely what enables people to answer the question ‘how do you feel?’
(Craig, 2002; 2009; 2015). Moreover, there is a huge body of research
showing the inseparable link between interoception and homeostatic
regulation (Cameron, 2001; Craig, 2002; 2009; 2015; Carvalho and
Damasio, 2021; Damasio, 2021). Indeed, this is implicitly suggested
by Russell when he states that ‘core affect is a continuous assessment
of one’s current state’ (Russell, 2003, p. 149).

Likewise, Lisa Feldman Barrett, one of Russell’s collaborators,
claims that the word ‘core’ in ‘core affect’ reflects the idea that
external events have an affective meaning to the subject in so far as
‘they can influence the homeostatic (core affective) state of the indi-
vidual’ (Barrett, 2006, p. 48). More recently, she explicitly acknowl-
edges that interoception produces ‘the spectrum of basic feeling from
pleasant to unpleasant, from calm to jittery... interoception... is the
origin of feeling [core affect]” (Barrett, 2017, pp. 56-7).

Additionally, recent findings show that one hour of Reduced
Environmental Stimulation Therapy (REST) in a floating tank, in
which all exteroceptive stimuli are drastically minimized and intero-
ceptive processes are enhanced, promoted feelings of relaxation and
serenity (Feinstein et al., 2018). Now, these feelings are consistently
described by Russell and colleagues as pleasant deactivated core
affective states (Russell, 2003; Yik, Russell and Steiger, 2011).
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Hence, a reasonable conclusion is that core affective states arise, at
least in part, from interoceptive processes. Moreover, given the
inseparable link between interoception and homeostasis, core affect
would also be intimately linked to life regulatory processes in living
bodies.

Let us address now the bodily nature of core affect, which is not
explicitly stressed by Russell and colleagues. Recall that, for Fuchs,
vitality is bodily, in a phenomenological sense, because all back-
ground states of vitality are pre-reflectively felt as states of oneself as
a bodily subject, as the sentient body one is. We claim that it is
perfectly plausible to attribute this phenomenological bodily character
to core affect. Russell himself suggests this in some of the descriptions
of core affective states that he and colleagues give to the participants
of their studies. For instance, to evaluate whether a participant experi-
enced a pleasant deactivated state like feeling tranquil or comforted,
they ask the subjects to report the extent to which the description ‘My
body was tranquil’ or ‘My body felt soothed and comforted’ (Yik,
Russell and Steiger, 2011, p. 730) actually represents the experience.
On the other hand, to evaluate unpleasant activated states, like feeling
tense, they ask whether the experience can be described by sentences
such as ‘My body was trembling with tension’ (ibid., p. 729). So,
although this, all by itself, does not show that for Russell core affect
would have a bodily character in exactly the same sense of Fuchs’
vitality, it shows that its bodily character is at least partially acknowl-
edged. Additionally, if one asks oneself whether core affective feel-
ings such as serenity, tiredness, or enthusiasm are felt in one’s own
case as abstract disembodied states or, in contrast, as (at least in part)
ways in which our bodies are felt, the most plausible answer seems to
be the latter option.

We turn now to the subjective character of Fuchs’ vitality and
evaluate whether it can be applied to Russell’s core affect. Recall that,
for Fuchs, vitality is self-conscious or subjective in so far as it is not
anonymous or neutral but, on the contrary, comprises a quality of pre-
reflective bodily mineness, which constitutes a basic form of bodily
subjectivity. Surprisingly, this is in fact partially acknowledged by
Russell, but, to the best of our knowledge, only once in his writings.
He just states that ‘Core Affect is located not in any part of the body
but in the core self. The “core self” here is... me here and now’
(Russell, 2005, p. 30). Now, putting aside Russell’s very problematic
strategy of clarifying core affect’s selthood by equating it with other
several accounts, we think that core affect’s subjectivity could
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certainly be understood along the lines of the pre-reflective bodily
subjectivity that Fuchs stresses.10

For instance, in paradigmatic core affective states like feeling
energetic, serene, or sluggish, there is a clear sense in which these are
always implicitly and pre-reflectively experienced as states of oneself,
even if one does not explicitly recognize them as such. For instance, it
would be at odds with our everyday experience to claim that it is only
when asked ‘how do you feel” and respond ‘I feel very energetic’ that
the feeling acquires a subjective character. It seems far more plausible
to claim that / was feeling energetic even before I explicitly recog-
nized myself as the subject of that feeling. Recalling the phenomenol-
ogical insight expressed by Fuchs, core affective states have sub-
jective character in so far as they are not anonymous or neutral, but my
affects, feeling states of my body, states of myself as a bodily subject,
even if I do not explicitly recognize it as such.

In sum, we argued that it is plausible to attribute vitality’s properties
of being interoceptive, homeostatic, bodily, and subjective to core
affect. We ask now whether core affect’s properties of being object-
less and motivational could be attributed to Fuchs’ vitality.

4.2. Core affect’s extra properties and vitality

Is core affect’s property of being objectless compatible with Fuchs’
vitality? Recall that core affect is objectless in so far as it is not
directed to any intentional object, it is about nothing specifically. The
main difficulty in ascribing this property to Fuchs’ vitality is that he
emphasizes the world-involvement of vitality. He writes that ‘feelings
of vitality should a/ways be considered as media of perceiving the
world... they may also be described as states of attunement to the
world’ (Fuchs, 2012, p. 153, first italics added). As such, they may be
regarded not as objectless feelings, but as having the world as a whole
or certain aspects of it as their object. However, Fuchs himself writes
that vitality is a ‘pre-reflective, undirected bodily self-awareness’
(Fuchs, 2013b, p. 613, italics added). Moreover, he states that the

Russell mentions Gallagher’s minimal self, Panksepp’s SELF, and Damasio’s core self.
Unfortunately, due to space limitations, we are unable to argue here why this identifica-
tion is problematic. Additionally, for the purposes of this paper, we are not sharply
distinguishing between selfhood, subjectivity, and subject. We are assuming, following
Zahavi (2008; 2011), that the pre-reflective self-conscious character of experience
simultaneously entails a subjective perspective, a subject, and a minimal form of
selfhood.
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feeling of being alive is a subclass within a wider class of existential
feelings (Ratcliffe, 2008), which he claims ‘lack intentional “about-
ness”” (Fuchs, 2013b, p. 614). Hence, and setting aside the phenom-
enological complexities of existential feelings, we conclude that both
Russell’s core affect and Fuchs’ vitality feelings seem to be objectless,
but at the same time possess the property we named world-colouring,
that is, they shape and tinge how we perceive and relate to the world
arounds us.

We turn now to the motivational status of vitality. Recall that core
affect is motivational in the sense of influencing our decision making,
preferences, and attitudes towards events in the world in a mood-
congruent manner. In general, people will try to prolong and repeat
events in the world that are accompanied by pleasant feelings and stop
and avoid those that are unpleasant. Now, although Fuchs concen-
trates on the motivational quality of feeling alive in conation, which
we disregarded for being an intermittent affective subtype, we think
that there is no impediment in extending to vitality the motivational
analysis that Russell offers. Indeed, there are implicit suggestions
about this in Fuchs’ writings, when he states that, for instance,
feelings of low vitality such as tiredness and exhaustion make objects
‘lose their richness and interest and appear dull or annoying’ (Fuchs,
2012, p. 153). In other words, feelings of vitality would strongly
influence how appealing and inviting things in the world appear, and,
in that way, are motivational in the sense of dramatically shaping
‘what energizes and gives direction to behavior’ (Ryan and Deci,
2017, p. 13).

In sum, it seems safe to attribute core affect’s initially unique
properties to vitality and vice versa. We take this result as plausibly
showing that they are in fact different ways of describing the same
continuous, affective, ground-state layer of experience intimately tied
to interoception and organismic regulation. Now, before we offer our
proposal of a new theoretical construct to subsume both core affect
and vitality under a more encompassing notion, we would like to
argue for a specific hypothesis concerning the motivational nature of
this ground-state feeling of life.

4.3. Core affect/vitality as intrinsically motivational

We want to propose that feelings of vitality/core affect are not only
involved in motivation, but are intrinsically motivational (Ryan and
Deci, 2017), they energize and direct behaviour mainly in virtue of
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how these feelings are experienced, and not necessarily depending on
external rewards or norms. Their phenomenology includes a pre-
reflective felt willingness to either act or remain inactive in such a
way as to either perpetuate or end a given feeling and the associated
situation. One premise for this is the hedonic principle applied to the
valence dimension of core affect/vitality, according to which ‘people
typically seek pleasure and seek to perpetuate it when it occurs. They
naturally avoid displeasure and seek to end it when it occurs’ (Russell,
2003, p. 156). Subjects would be disposed to perform certain
behaviours to prolong or end certain situations in virtue of the hedonic
valence of these feelings. The second premise is the view that the
activation/arousal dimension also disposes the organisms to act in a
certain way, in virtue of the felt degree of energy of these feelings. As
Russell himself declares, the arousal dimension is felt as ‘one’s sense
of mobilization and energy’ (ibid., p. 148), which is, according to
Thayer (1996), ‘an action system: when we feel energy, we feel a
desire to move. Energy impels us to move... Conversely, we feel tired
when it is time to sleep or when we have expended great amounts of
energy’ (p. 78). In other words, the degree of energy we feel would
entail, ceteris absentibus, the extent to which we are disposed to
perform actions or rather remain more inactive.

Combining these ideas about valence and arousal, we would like to
propose the following hypothesis. Core affects/vitality feelings are
intrinsically motivational in the specific sense that, in virtue of how
these feelings feel, highly aroused states tend to mobilize the subject
to act, either to perpetuate a pleasant state (e.g. enthusiasm, elation) or
to change an unpleasant state (e.g. anxiety, jitteriness), while
deactivated states dispose the subject to do nothing, that is, to remain
inactive, such that she either remains in a pleasant state (e.g. relaxa-
tion, serenity), or changes an unpleasant one (e.g. tiredness, gloomi-
ness). In other words, we propose that the four quadrants of the core
affect structure have a mirroring structure in terms of intrinsically
motivational character. This is illustrated in Figure 2.
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Core feelings as Activation + Hedonic Val Core feelings as Intrinsically Motivational
Activation Hypothesized Activation
correspondence

Activated, Activated, pleasant Disposition to be Disposition to be
unpleasant states, states, e.g. active to change

active to perpetuate
e.g. anxious, jittery enthusiastic, elated current state current state

Displeasure Pleasure Pleasure

Deactivated, Deactivated, Disposition to be Disposition to be
unpleasant states, pleasant states, e.g. inactive to change inactive to perpetuate

e.g. tired, gloomy serene, peaceful current state current state

Deactivation Deactivation

Figure 2. Correspondence between activation and hedonic values of core
affective/vitality states with their hypothesized intrinsically motivational
character.

5. Continuous Organismic Sentience (COS)
as the Integration of Core Affect and Vitality

Having argued for the plausibility of attributing vitality’s extra
properties to core affect and vice versa, and given the systematic
affinities between both concepts, we take it to be a reasonable and
parsimonious assumption that both notions are designating the same
fundamental and continuous affective phenomenal subtype rooted in
interoceptive mechanisms and homeostatic regulation. We propose
now a more encompassing concept to subsume both notions. It is
intended to share as referent the same affective phenomenal subtype
with core affect and vitality, but, semantically, it is wider than both
because it comprises the union (in the set-theoretic sense) of all the
properties they initially attribute explicitly to this primitive feeling of
being alive.

The concept we propose to subsume both core affect and vitality is
continuous organismic sentience (COS): an affective phenomenal sub-
type that is (i) affectively primitive, (ii) continuous, (iii) pre-reflective,
(iv) in the background, (v) hedonically valenced, (vi) (de)activated,
(vii) world-colouring, (viii) objectless, (ix) intrinsically motivational,
(x) self-conscious, (xi) bodily, (xii) interoceptive, and (xiii) homeo-
static.

We opted for the label ‘continuous organismic sentience’ because
we think it easily captures the main features of this apparently funda-
mental life-related affective layer. First, ‘continuous’ emphasizes one
of the main target properties we were looking for, what we regarded
as a necessary (but insufficient) condition for any affective subtype to
qualify as the ultimate primitive of consciousness, namely, always
being present in consciousness. ‘Organismic’, in turn, highlights its
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essential link with interoception and the life-regulatory processes of
the body. Finally, ‘sentience’ denotes its pre-reflective and affective
nature.

Before we conclude, we would like to clarify the nature of these
thirteen properties. They can be divided into ontological, phenomenol-
ogical, and functional properties. Property (i) ‘affectively primitive’ is
the only ontological property. It is ontological because it describes
COS as a subtype of affective phenomenology that is ontologically
prior with respect to the rest of the affective spectrum. That is, the
phenomenology of moods, feelings, emotions, etc. would be either
identical to COS or depend, supervene, or be grounded in the phenom-
enology of COS. In other words, this first property pertains to the
‘metaphysics of phenomenology’ (Kriegel, 2015, p. 7), i.e. the enquiry
into the metaphysical relations of supervenience, reduction,
grounding, etc. among phenomenal types and subtypes. As mentioned
in the introduction, whether COS 1is the ultimate primitive of all
consciousness is beyond the scope of this paper.

The second group of properties are phenomenological. They
characterize what is it like to experience COS from the subjective
perspective. These being (ii) continuousness, (iii) pre-reflectivity, (iv)
being in the background, (v) hedonic valence, (vi) (de)activation, (vii)
world-colouring, (viii) objectlessness, (ix) intrinsic motivation, (x)
self-consciousness, and (xi) bodiliness.

Finally, we regard the properties of COS of being (xii) interoceptive
and (xiii) homeostatic as functional properties, in the sense that they
characterize COS in terms of the causal role it may play regarding the
overall physiological economy of the organism, namely, informing the
subject about the overall state of her internal milieu (xii — intero-
ceptive) and thereby contributing to the maintenance of the overall
physiological balance within the organism (xiii — homeostatic). An
intriguing question that deserves future consideration is how the
phenomenological property of being intrinsically motivational relates
to both functional properties, e.g. the causal role it may play, as a felt
aspect of experience, in physiological regulation.

6. Conclusions and Future Research

This paper is intended as a first step in a systematic evaluation of the
purported fundamentality of an interoceptive and homeostatically-
rooted affective type of consciousness. To move forward, we asked
three questions:
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(1) TIs there any subtype of affective experience that is always present
in consciousness?

(2) Is it related to interoception and homeostatic regulation in living
bodies?

(3) What are its properties?

As a first step to advance answers to these questions, we reviewed the
concepts of core affect and vitality, and argued for their co-
referentiality. We also proposed a novel hypothesis about the
intrinsically motivational character of core affect/vitality, and pro-
posed the integration of both notions under the more encompassing
concept of continuous organismic sentience (COS). With this concept
we try to provide affirmative answers to questions 1 and 2, and,
regarding question 3, provide a preliminary list of thirteen properties
that characterize COS as being (i) affectively primitive, (ii) con-
tinuous, (iii) pre-reflective, (iv) in the background, (v) hedonically
valenced, (vi) (de)activated, (vii) world-colouring, (viii) objectless,
(ix) intrinsically motivational, (x) self-conscious, (xi) bodily, (xii)
interoceptive, and (xiii) homeostatic. These properties can be divided
into ontological (property i), phenomenological (properties ii—xi), and
functional categories (xii—xiii).

As mentioned, this is the first of a series of theoretical papers that
will systematically address and attempt to integrate different concepts
describing a continuous, homeostatically-rooted, and interoceptive
feeling of being alive, across diverse disciplines such as psychology,
psychiatry, philosophy, and neuroscience. If affect is indeed the fun-
damental ground of consciousness, standing ‘in the midst of that vast
biological field which lies between the lowliest organic activities and
the rise of mind’ (Langer, 1967, p. 32), then consciousness science
should give special attention to this fundamental affective layer most
intimately related to life-regulatory processes in our living bodies,
what we propose to call continuous organismic sentience. We pro-
posed it as a first conceptual integration across disciplines, in this case
between (neuro)psychology (core affect) and (phenomenological)
psychiatry (vitality).

An important limitation of the present study is its exclusively
theoretical nature. Hence, a much-needed complementary line of
research would be an empirical assessment of COS. We recommend
methodologies that could take seriously the phenomenological
dimension of COS, such as first-person experimental approaches
(Varela and Shear, 1999), second-person empirical approaches to first-
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person experience (Petitmengin, 2006; Petitmengin, Remillieux and
Valenzuela-Moguillansky, 2019), or neurophenomenological methods
that integrate first-, second-, and third-person perspectives (Varela,
1996; Lutz and Thompson, 2003; Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017).
These methodologies may be implemented in experimental settings
where COS may be enhanced or even isolated (to a certain degree),
for instance, in floating pools as in REST protocols (Feinstein et al.,
2018).

We hope that this preliminary theoretical characterization of COS
will be a relevant contribution to understand the relationship between
being alive and being sentient, and move towards answering why and
how there is something it is like to be us (Nagel, 1974; Chalmers,
1995).
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