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“Where survival sickness reigns, the desire to live lays hold 

spontaneously of the weapons of death: senseless murder and sadism 

flourish. For passion destroyed is reborn in the passion for destruction. 

If these conditions persist, no one will survive the era of survival” 

(Vaniegem 2001, 162). 

 

 

This paper takes up a problematic raised by Miguel Vatter in his recent text The Republic of the Living: 

Biopolitics and the Critique of Civil Society: namely, that biopolitical governance, which following 

Foucault is understood as a constant and positive intervention that seeks to develop and improve the 

productive capacities of the (human) species, can turn over into its opposite, a thanatopolitics or 

necropolitics
1
 instituting regimes of mass death. I will begin by outlining the theoretical context and 

conceptual contours of this problem, arguing that this possibility is inherent rather than external to the 

logic of biopolitics. Vatter’s text proposes a resolution to this problematic in the form of a 

reconceptualization of eternal life in philosophical and atheistic terms. I will reconstruct and assess this 

proposal, arguing that, although provocative, it is ultimately inadequate to the task and in fact reproduces 

the logic of thanatopolitics. 

 

 

I. Affirmative Biopolitics 

Biopolitics, according to Vatter and following Foucault, is the “entrance of biological or species life into 

the calculations carried out by political rationality” (Vatter 2014, 2). As late modernity gave rise to what 

we now call civil society, the issue of politics became less a matter of state sovereignty, and more a 

matter of the “government of biological life” (ibid.). Rather than establishing explicit laws whose 

transgression would occasion state intervention, this new biopolitical regime developed apparatuses of 

                                                           
1
 Foucault uses the language of ‘thanatopolitics,’ and Mbembe that of ‘necropolitics.’ While the latter seems 

intended to capture the ‘active’ sense of the former, the ‘creation of death-worlds,’ I will use these terms 

interchangeably in this paper, as indicating the lethal obverse of the logic of biopolitics. 
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policing and normalization that amount to, as Foucault puts it, “a permanent and a positive intervention in 

the behavior of individuals” (Foucault 2000, 415). Foucault’s analyses identify a decisive historical shift 

in the form of political rationality, the object of which ceases to be human beings as individual organisms, 

becoming instead the population as a statistical whole, whose biological well-being is the object of a 

governmental management undertaken in order to make life, considered now as a species, more 

productive. (Cf. Foucault 2003b, 2008, 2009) 

In Volume 1 of The History of Sexuality, Foucault underscores that this has the consequence of 

gradually replacing laws with norms as the primary modality of political potestas: “The law always refers 

to the sword. But a power whose task is to take charge of life needs continuous regulatory and corrective 

mechanisms. It is no longer a matter of bringing death into play in the field of sovereignty, but of 

distributing the living in the domain of value and utility” (Foucault 1990, 144). Importantly, he also 

emphasizes that the regulatory apparatuses of biopower do not constitute a closed circuit of normative 

networks that fully determine life: “It is not that life has been totally integrated into techniques that 

govern and administer it; it constantly escapes them” (Foucault 1990, 143 [emphasis mine]). This 

apparent capacity of life for constant escape, its irrepressible ability to elude regulatory techniques that 

aim at total closure, provides the basis for an understanding of biopolitics that is affirmative: life itself 

resists biopolitical administration, and the very functioning of power occasions the creative potentialities 

of living being.
2
 Vatter argues that the diverse bodies of work by Giorgio Agamben, Antonio Negri, and 

Roberto Esposito all take up this thread, analyzing the possibilities and stakes of biopolitics conceived as 

affirmative, and he situates his own project within this trajectory.
3
 

Vatter marks his distance from these thinkers insofar as, on his reading, they understand life and 

law to be mutually exclusive or antinomic.
4
 The antinomian logic of their analyses commits them, he 

                                                           
2
 In this sentence, power and possibilities can be understood along the same lines as Spinoza’s distinction between 

potestas and potentia, Foucault and Deleuze’s pouvoir and puissance, and Negri’s potere and potenza. 
3
 It is along these affirmative biopolitical lines, for instance, that Negri, in collaboration with Michael Hardt, writes 

in Multitudes: “Our innovative and creative capacities are always greater than our productive labor – productive, that 

is, of capital. At this point we can recognize that this biopolitical production is on the one hand immeasurable, 

because it cannot be quantified in fixed units of time, and, on the other hand, always excessive with respect to the 

value that capital can extract from it because capital can never capture all of life” (Hardt and Negri 2004, 146). See 

also their characterization of biopolitical production and generation in Empire (Hardt and Negri 2000, 22-41, 370-

92). It is less clear to me, however, that the projects of Agamben and Esposito can be easily understood as part of a 

unified trajectory of ‘affirmative biopolitics’; in both of their works, efforts are constantly made to reveal or trace a 

kind of dialectically necessary interrelationship between affirmative and negative aspects or tendencies immanent to 

biopolitics, whether via an interrogation of the logic of the ‘sovereign exception’ or that of the ‘immunitary 

paradigm.’  
4
 Again, distinctions should be made to avoid conflating the positions of these thinkers. Agamben is perhaps most 

clearly representative of such an antinomian perspective, which I would argue cannot be so clearly attributed to 

Esposito or Negri. Agamben argues, beginning in Homo Sacer, that the logic of political inclusion is necessarily 
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contends, to the claim that “the politics and governance of a global system of universal human rights 

would be nothing but the ideological cover for the universal expansion of the ‘state of exception’ that, 

under neoliberalism, has become the ‘normal’ condition of political life” (Vatter 2014, 224). For Vatter, 

instead, an affirmative-biopolitical understanding of the relationship between life and law is “absolutely 

necessary if politics is to overcome the disciplinarian and normalizing forms it has been given in liberal 

civil society” (Vatter 2014, 11). It is Hannah Arendt’s formulation of the ‘right to have rights,’ according 

to Vatter, that provides the principle grounding this link between natality and normativity. Arendt 

contends that the ‘Rights of Man’ prove inadequate in the case of stateless persons, who on this basis 

cannot be guaranteed entry into any already-constituted political space. However, Vatter argues, by 

grounding the right to have rights in “something that is not constructible, on a radical givenness, which 

Arendt calls natality,” she correctly identifies an internal connection between the fact of living being and 

the right to constitute a political space (Vatter 2014, 226-27). 

On this reading, natality entails that all human beings, without any reference to nationality, are 

free both to differ from norms and to form relationships with each other; the conjunction of these 

freedoms is politically constitutive insofar as it is the natural right of the stateless to dissenting opinions 

about the law that is the latter’s condition of possibility (Vatter 2014, 252-58). Vatter articulates the 

republican character of this biopolitics in its fundamental opposition both to liberalism and to democracy: 

to liberalism, insofar as its ‘state of nature’ is populated by free and equal persons rather than atomized or 

isolated individuals; and to democracy, insofar as the total freedom of opinion is natural and defended as 

constitutive of any ‘public reason’ to which one might appeal in deciding on the authority of a dissenting 

opinion
5
 (Vatter 2014, 243-46). 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
predicated upon the production and maintenance of zones of exclusion, wherein human beings are reduced the status 

of ‘bare life’ (zôê) that can be killed with impunity. He thus identifies the concentration camp as “the fundamental 

biopolitical paradigm of the West” (Agamben 1998, 141), in which the line separating biopolitics from 

thanatopolitics itself enters a zone of indistinction (Agamben 1998, 122-3). On this basis, he calls for an absolute 

flight from the very logic of ‘the law,’ which on this analysis is inseparable from the sovereign logic of death and 

therefore incompatible with life, insisting that our task is to think “law in its nonrelation to life and life in its 

nonrelation to law” (Agamben 2005, 88). 
5
 This first distinction – republicanism versus liberalism – seems problematic insofar as liberalism always already 

involved persons in the sense that Vatter intends here. The more trenchant critiques of liberalism are instead 

predicated upon the interrogation of the logic of ‘free and equal persons’ as replicating or being premised on the 

capitalist ‘freedom’ of private property and problematically implicated in violent histories of racist colonialism. 

(E.g., Losurdo 2011) Since Marx we have known that the former, purely formal ‘right’ entails necessarily at the 

level of concrete history a logic of exploitation and accumulation. As for the second – republicanism versus 

democracy – the distinction is strangely terminological, as Vatter appears to redefine ‘democracy’ and ‘republic’ in 

such a way as to make only the latter predicated on dissent. Interestingly, and leaving this terminological distinction 

aside, this point brings Vatter’s thought into close proximity with that of Jacques Rancière, who similarly argues 

from the primacy of dissent in the constitution of political space. Rancière argues that dissent, or the contestation 
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With this I have briefly elucidated some of the concepts integral to Vatter’s ‘republic of the 

living’ as an affirmative biopolitical project. In the next section I would like to turn our attention to a 

threat that haunts any biopolitics, which I will show is immanent to its very logic: that is, the possibility 

that it becomes its very opposite, a politics of institutionalized death. Although Vatter recognizes this 

danger and tries to block its possibility, I will argue that it nevertheless continues to haunt and trouble the 

affirmative biopolitics of the living that he elaborates. 

 

 

II. Thanatopolitics: Degeneracy and Death 

In the final lecture of Society Must Be Defended in 1976, Foucault insists that the techniques of biopower, 

as regulatory practices over life as a biological species, do not simply replace the disciplinary power that 

bears on individual organisms. “This new technique does not simply do away with the disciplinary 

technique, because it exists on a different level, on a different scale, and because it has a different bearing 

area, and makes use of very different instruments” (Foucault 2003b, 242). As such, he argues, a fully 

developed concept of normalizing society is one in which “the norm of discipline and the norm of 

regulation intersect along an orthogonal articulation” (Foucault 2003b, 253). Moreover, the same is true 

when it comes to the relationship between the sovereign ‘right to let live or to kill’ and the biopolitical 

‘right to make live and let die’: the latter does not replace the former, but they come to coexist. Foucault 

thereby raises an important question: under what conditions can biopolitics – whose aim is the statistical 

improvement of life, its increased productivity, value, or, at least, potential for positive evaluation – invert 

into a thanatopolitics authorizing death? His answer is that this is possible on the basis of a racist 

fragmentation of the population as a whole, in which the body politic is divided into races, some of which 

are classified as threats to the integrity of the species and can thus justifiably be killed. “In the biopower 

system, in other words, killing or the imperative to kill is acceptable only if it results not in victory over 

political adversaries, but in the elimination of the biological threat to and the improvement of the species 

or race. … [R]acism alone can justify the murderous function of the State” (Foucault 2003b, 256). 

The concept of race that Foucault here develops is biopolitical before it is specifically ethno-

national. In Abnormal, he locates its origin in the psychiatric concept of degeneration, which “provides a 

way of isolating, covering, and cutting out a zone of social danger while simultaneously giving it a 

pathological status as illness” (Foucault 2003a, 119). ‘Degenerate’ characteristics are those which, insofar 

as they are taken to be both hereditary and pathological, fall precisely within the coordinates of a 

biopolitical administration of the well-being of the species. When it identifies such a degeneracy, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
over what can count as sense in public, is in fact what is meant by a ‘politics’ not simply identifiable with ‘policing.’ 

(Cf. e.g. Rancière 1999) 
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biomedical apparatus is no longer interested in finding a ‘cure,’ but instead positions itself as that which 

must safeguard the hygienic sanctity of the social body. In this way, Foucault argues, psychiatric 

biopolitics gives rise to a state racism, a racism “against individuals who … may more or less randomly 

transmit to their heirs the unpredictable consequences of the evil, or rather of the non-normal, that they 

carry. It is a racism whose function is not so much the prejudice or defense of one group against another 

as the detection of all those within a group who may be the carriers of a danger to it” (Foucault 2003a, 

316-17). This concept of degeneracy dovetailed nearly seamlessly, Foucault notes, with more familiar 

forms of ethno-national racism. It is in the name of the health of the body politic that those biopolitically 

identified as ‘degenerate,’ whether as exogenous or endogenous threats to the integrity of the body politic, 

are simultaneously identified as those who must die. On this point, history has taught that Agamben’s 

claim about the ultimate identity of biopolitics and thanatopolitics bears a grim plausibility (Agamben 

1998, 122-23). As Foucault writes: “The fact that the other dies does not mean simply that I live in the 

sense that his death guarantees my safety; the death of the other, the death of the bad race, of the inferior 

race (or the degenerate, or the abnormal) is something that will make life in general healthier: healthier 

and purer” (Foucault 2003b, 255). The historical articulation of this negative biopolitical formula 

involved, as Esposito’s analyses in Immunitas reveal, ambiguous transformations of the conceptual 

borders between life, health, degeneracy, and death, in particular from the fourteenth to the seventeenth 

centuries, at the explicit level of biomedical and political discourses and at the implicit level of collective 

imaginaries (Esposito 2011, 122-36). 

In “Necropolitics,” Achille Mbembe indicates the extent to which this lethal, racist dimension of 

biopolitics has historically developed. Alongside the concentration camp, Mbembe argues, the nomos of 

contemporary political space is given by “those figures of sovereignty whose central project is not the 

struggle for autonomy but the generalized instrumentalization of human existence and the material 

destruction of human bodies and populations” (Mbembe 2003, 14). In order to grasp the sense of death in 

such a context, he argues that it is necessary to incorporate certain of Bataille’s critical insights, according 

to which death is understood as a radically excessive, even luxuriant and sexualized expenditure, which is 

totally withdrawn from any horizon of ‘meaning.’ (Mbembe 2003, 15-16). Mbembe suggests that the 

plantation of slaves is paradigmatic of what we might call a necropolitical state of exception: “the slave 

condition results from a triple loss: loss of a ‘home,’ loss of rights over his or her body, and loss of 

political status. This triple loss is identical with absolute domination, natal alienation, and social death 

(expulsion from humanity altogether)” (Mbembe 2003, 21). Instead of as a ‘bare life,’ the slave must, he 

argues, be understood as a “form of death-in-life,” in which the power exercised takes the form of 

commerce (Mbembe 2003, 21-22). This kind of radical natal alienation, violently imposed on black 

bodies through the historical trauma of the transatlantic slave trade, casts into doubt the optimistic 
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Arendtian idea, to which Vatter subscribes, that ‘natality’ can provide sufficient ground for social 

existence or political agency.
6
 

Turning away from the plantation, Mbembe argues that the space of colonial occupation today is 

marked by the racially justified convergence of the state of exception, biopower, and necropower. Here, 

the power to kill, he argues, is subject to no rule, as the colonized space functions as radically exterior to 

civilization; its occupants are brutally denied both subjecthood and objecthood (Mbembe 2003, 25-6). 

“The most accomplished form of necropower is the contemporary colonial occupation of Palestine,” he 

writes, noting that the narrative of its justification appeals both to a racial logic of biothreat and to a 

divine guarantee of legitimacy (Mbembe 2003, 27). Colonized Palestinians are subjected to war-machinic 

forms of highly mobile terror and violence, engendered by spatial ‘splintering’ and the proliferation of 

advanced surveillance technologies, modalities of killing that are only intelligible on the model of siege 

warfare, cycles of transnationally-induced hyperinflation, infrastructural warfare, and the complex 

dialectics of war economics and the extraction of resources, including the resources of living and dead 

labor. In contemporary colonial occupation, Mbembe argues, we can identify an “unprecedented form of 

governmentality that consists in the management of the multitudes,” in which entire civilian populations 

are alternately frozen in place and scattered “over broad areas no longer contained by the boundaries of a 

territorial state” (Mbembe 2003, 34). In short, necropower is characterized by the “creation of death-

worlds, new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of 

life conferring upon them the status of living dead” (Mbembe 2003, 40). 

Perhaps most disturbing, and posing the most serious challenge to Vatter’s optimistic claim of a 

living power within biopolitics itself, is Mbembe’s suggestion that under such conditions, “the lines 

between resistance and suicide, sacrifice and redemption, martyrdom and freedom are blurred” (Mbembe 

2003, 40). This blurring occurs due to a profound temporal reconfiguration: it is the aspect of futurity as a 

possible time for living which is eliminated in the necropolitical scene, which reduces the present to a 

nunc stans in which death appears as the only possibility (or, all possibilities amount equally and 

indifferently to death). This is an image of one possible consequence of political rationality taking 

biological life as the object of governance. Even if it is not necessary, the transformation of biopolitics 

into thanatopolitics seems to be intrinsically possible. The crucial question, then, is whether and how it is 

possible to block this transformation. 

 

                                                           
6
 Mbembe is not alone in underscoring this disturbing element of contemporary social relations. For example, 

Édouard Glissant and Frank Wilderson have contributed substantially in drawing out some of the deep political and 

philosophical consequences of such historical trauma and radical alienation, as potentially compromising irreparably 

the projects of ontology (Glissant) and revolutionary Marxist praxis (Wilderson). (Cf. Glissant 2010; Wilderson 

2003) 
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III. Eternal Life: Metabolism and Extinction 

As we have seen, Foucault suggests that the transformation of biopolitics into thanatopolitics is not an 

extrinsic possibility, but one that invokes the very same logic that justifies the regulatory apparatuses 

designed to improve the quality of life. If the phenomenon of biological life has become the object of 

political rationality, then the racist categories of degeneracy, along with the normativizing categories of 

‘deviant’ sexuality and ‘abnormal’ bodies, can be invoked in order to justify the political designation of 

whole population segments to die for the sake of global species health. Esposito’s intervention, in this 

regard, is to identify immunization as the paradigm concept for biopolitical modernity, in which the 

disturbing indistinction between life and death is tied integrally to the collapsing boundaries between 

interiority and exteriority, endogenous and exogenous threat, and the invariants shared by the spaces of 

biological and political discursive rationality (Esposito 2008, 45; 2013, 59). That is to say, as I have tried 

to show, the disconcerting danger of biopolitics is its immanent potential for becoming thanatopolitics, 

which is predicated on what is designated by biopolitical regimes as threatening. 

Vatter is aware of this inherent possibility, and in the opening passages of his book announces his 

intention to circumvent it by means of articulating a philosophical concept of eternal life: “an affirmative 

biopolitics, if it is going to resist such thanatopolitics, must be conceived starting from the intuition that 

life (zoe) is eternal” (Vatter 2014, 7). He turns explicitly to this aspect of his project in Chapter 8, “Bare 

Life and Philosophical Life in Aristotle, Spinoza, and Heidegger.” Noting that the thanatopolitical 

inversion operates through a reduction of certain lives to ‘bare life,’ “a zoe that is separate from bios … a 

life that is destined to die,” Vatter suggests that we approach the problematic from the other side: 

immediately valorizing zôê as eternal prevents its possible production/reduction from bearing the mark of 

a destined death (Vatter 2014, 263-64). I will argue that this is inadequate, for at least three reasons: first, 

the sense of ‘eternal life’ which Vatter elaborates is understood as a specifically philosophical and 

contemplative form of life; second, the transfinite character of this eternity repeats, rather than repudiates, 

the logic of thanatopolitics; third, the conception of eternal life as an attribute of species-being seems 

incompatible with the actuality of extinction. 

Following a hint of Esposito’s according to which thanatopolitics can be avoided only if life is 

interpreted ‘philosophically,’ Vatter writes: “Eternal life corresponds to the life of the mind, or the 

contemplative life” (ibid.) Vatter’s argument hinges on a reading of Spinozist conatus or striving, the 

metaphysical force by which each thing strives to persevere in its being and which Spinoza defines as the 

actual essence of each thing (Spinoza, Ethics III P7). Vatter argues that this conatus can be understood 

either from the perspective of finite things or modes, in which case striving is shown in actuality to be 

precisely not eternal but finite; or from the perspective of God, that is, sub specie aeternitatis, in which 

case the termination of a specific conatus, the death of an individual, attests in fact to the eternality of 
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striving as such (Vatter 2014, 268-69). The infamous beatitudo with which Spinoza concludes his Ethics, 

the intellectual love of God or third kind of knowledge, threads together the irreducible singularity of 

individual finite modes and their eternal necessity with regard to the absolute immanence of God. For 

Vatter, this marks a contemplative transformation according to which one grasps one’s own striving not 

from the perspective of the finite existential self but sub specie aeternitatis, validating the way in which, 

as Spinoza writes, “we feel and know by experience that we are eternal” (Spinoza, Ethics V P23; Vatter 

2014, 269-70).  

But can valorizing this aspect of living, the possibility of a philosophical contemplation of life 

and death in relation to eternity, be anything other than a valorization of a specific form of life or bios? 

Anticipating this objection, Vatter argues that the apparently restrictive character of ‘contemplation’ is 

illusory sub specie aeternitatis, from which perspective it is identical with what Aristotle called the 

nutritive soul: “metabolism and contemplation, which are presumed to be entirely opposed capacities, in 

fact coincide with one another because they both reflect the dependence of mortal life on God’s life, on 

the basis of which an eternal life is conceivable” (Vatter 2014, 280-81). 

Vatter’s conception of eternal life, then, involves two simultaneous transformations: first, a shift 

in perspective according to which one’s finite striving attests to the infinity of striving as a whole; second, 

by this very shift to the perspective of the eternal, which entails that “God has become entirely 

immanentized as nature,” the very distinction between zôê and bios is eliminated (Vatter 2014, 289). It is 

now metabolism as a double process of nutrition and reproduction, as an adequate interpretation of 

conatus, that constitutes the immediate identity of individual, finite lives and the eternal life of God: 

“nutritive life becomes ‘eternal’ in and through its capacity to reproduce the being of the species that, for 

Aristotle, is an eternal thing, since only the individuals of a species, and not the species itself, can come 

into being and disappear from being” (Vatter 2014, 281). As such, eternal life here is strictly impersonal, 

involving not the immortality of an individual soul but the transfinite reproduction of species-being. For 

Vatter, the recognition of this impersonal re/production of transfinite life, as an eternal metabolic process 

identified with divine contemplation, gives us two political consequences: first, this yields “a life (zoe) in 

which all of our functions and activities, everything that constitutes our bios, are rendered un-workable or 

inoperative (inoperosità)”
7
 (Vatter 2014, 288). Second, Vatter tells us, we are given to reject the 

                                                           
7
 A genealogy of the concept of inoperativity would probably have to begin with Bataille’s 1937 critique of 

Kojève’s reading of Hegel, in which he famously describes himself as being in the state of ‘unemployed negativity’ 

that remains after there is ‘nothing more to do’ for the work of negation (Bataille 1988). It seems to me that two 

distinct conceptual trajectories then develop: one in France, which passing through the debate between Derrida and 

Blanchot culminates in the work of Jean-Luc Nancy; and one in Italy, beginning with Operaismo and developing 

through the work of autonomist and post-autonomist Marxist theorists. (Cf. Nancy 1991; Lotringer 2007; Federici 

2012) Agamben’s work, which Vatter cites here, can in some ways be read as an attempt at (selectively) 
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existential fear of personal death that forms the basis of theories of sovereignty, instead organizing society 

such that “it nourishes itself from God (Nature) in order for every one of its members to be afforded the 

possibility of leading ‘a (philosophical) life’ … [metabolizing] this fear into a providential life that cares 

for others in the form of planned social relations of production” (Vatter 2014, 289).  

I want to offer three objections that elucidate why I think this concept of eternal life, presented as 

a solution to the problematic of thanatopolitics, is inadequate to the task. First, it remains unclear to me 

why Vatter would insist on the contemplative or philosophical character of this eternal life; in spite of his 

attempt to identify it sub specie aeternitatis with the nutritive reproductive faculty of living as such, the 

former still seems to me to constitute a specific form of life – namely, philosophical bios. One might ask, 

regarding the last quotation provided, whether everyone in a given society should actively desire ‘a 

(philosophical) life.’ Might there not be other forms of life than the strictly philosophical to which one 

might genuinely aspire? If so, then the identification of contemplation with zôê will yield the kinds of 

exclusions characteristic of the reduction of bios to bare life. Or if not, as the idea is to equate 

philosophical or contemplative life with the metabolic process of living itself, then philosophy seems to 

lose all concrete specificity. 

Second, the transfinite character of this metabolic process, which yields us an ‘eternal life’ in the 

form of the obverse of finite dying, is structurally isomorphic with the thanatopolitical gesture par 

excellence. That is, as we saw earlier, it is precisely by invoking the integrity of a transfinite species-being 

that the racist fragmentation of the body politic unfolds: it is from the transfinite perspective of the 

species over against its individuals that a subset of the population is designated a biopolitical threat. In 

other words, the transfinitude of species-being is a presupposition of racist thanatopolitics, not a 

conceptual bulwark against it. Hence I do not understand how invoking species immortality can possibly 

‘block’ the reversal of biopolitics into thanatopolitics. 

Third, this conception clearly presupposes the undying eternality of species-being. This 

presupposition seems impossible to sustain in the face of ecological analytics suggesting that we are in the 

midst of – or indeed that capitalist humanity has become – a global mass extinction event (Klein 2014; 

Moore 2015; Haraway 2015). One might respond that it is trans-species living as such which is eternal. 

But the scale and magnitude of the current ecological crisis renders this an open question; and again, I fail 

to see how this trans-species eternality would block the thanatopolitical gesture – only now at the level of 

potentially designating nonhuman species as ‘threatening’ to the metabolic process. Perhaps it is global 

capitalism that most closely follows this metabolic logic, consuming whole populations, species, and 

ecosystems at an astonishing rate for the sake of its own transfinite reproduction and valorization. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
synthesizing these divergent trajectories in the development of concept of inoperativity. For a robust critique of 

inoperativity as a political category, see Chapter 2 of Bosteels’ The Actuality of Communism (Bosteels 2014). 



 

– 10 – 

In summary, I have tried to show that the possibility for biopolitics to turn over into 

thanatopolitics is an immanent risk, one whose navigation is absolutely crucial for contemporary political 

analysis and action, as attested to by the persistence and intensification of neocolonial racist violence and 

the present ecological catastrophe today. I have indicated why I find Vatter’s proposed solution via a 

reconceptualization of eternal life to be theoretically insufficient and inadequate. That said, Vatter’s 

insistence on the contemporary centrality of this problematic is one of the great virtues of his text. 
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