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Abstract In this brief essay, we combine biological, historical, philosophical and
anthropological perspectives to ask anew the question about the nature of the virus.
How should we understand Sars-CoV-2 and why does it matter? The argument we
present is that the virus undermines any neat distinction between the natural and the
human-made, the biological and the social. Rather, to understand the virus and the
pandemic we need to understand both as intimately connected to our own social and
historical condition. What started as a reflection on the nature of the virus thus turns
into a reflection on the human condition as refracted in this pandemic or an anthro-
pology of the virus.

Keywords COVID-19 - Virus ecology - Shared agency - Anthropology of the
virus

At the core of the pandemic we are living through, we learn, is a new coronavirus,
named severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 or, for short, SARS-CoV-2.
In this short essay, we—a historian with training in biology and philosophy and an
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anthropologist who has thought much about microbes—aim to consider how SARS-
CoV-2 can be conceived in a way that captures the pandemic in its complexity. In
order to do this, we will bring into conversation the views of scientists, philoso-
phers, anthropologists and historians who have been grappling with this question
before the revelatory power of the current pandemic has exposed even more clearly
the inadequacies of dominant understandings of viruses and their causal agency.
Scientific knowledge, practical action and moral judgements depend on how phe-
nomena are conceptualized and named (Bowker and Star 1999).

Over the last decades, scientists have learned a great deal about the molecu-
lar structure of viruses and the mechanisms by which they find their way into the
host cell and use its replication machinery to produce more viruses. Scientists are
exploiting this knowledge, using viruses as vectors to transport pieces of DNA into
the cell for gene editing as well as to devise drugs and vaccines. Mostly, however,
viruses have been studied in association with diseases (the manifest symptom of
their reproduction within a host). Viruses, it seems, are only noticed when some-
thing goes wrong.

Virologist Alexander Gorbalenya, lead author on the paper that classified and
named SARS-CoV-2 (Gorbalenya et al. 2020), has for a long time deplored the pre-
dominant association of viruses with diseases (Gorbalenya 2011). This perspective,
together with the strong tendency not to consider viruses as living entities, has, in
his view, limited scientists’ ability to appreciate the ecological role of viruses and
their role in the evolution of both humans and other species.

Considering viruses simply as associated with diseases that befall us, may serve
as a fertile ground for anxieties about espionage and biological warfare, as well as
race-based targeting of Chinese scientists or particular populations. It also gener-
ates reactions such as considering viruses as “enemies” or something to be defeated
through “war,” setting the stage for forms of preparedness simply based on culling,
vaccine stockpiling, social distancing, lockdown and disinfection. These solutions
are important in certain moments, but they focus only on a portion of the problem
(virus-as-disease) while ignoring all the other aspects of the pandemic. Comment-
ing on the measures taken to contain the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia, includ-
ing especially the closure of its beaches, historian Warwick Anderson has observed,
“The understanding of viral transmission has been reduced to a mechanical model
of contact and contamination, with some alien and stigmatized groups recognized as
having special proclivity for carrying and communicating the pathogen— stranger
super-spreaders—on safeguarded and sacralized sites, such as the beach. The envi-
ronmental, social, and cultural complexity of disease transmission, the varied and
contingent configurations of spread, are erased, replaced by fear of proximity to oth-
ers. Disease prevention dwindles into a purification ritual” (Anderson 2020).

Against this “mechanical model of contact and contamination” and the limited
understanding of viruses it implies, Gorbalenya reminds us that the vast biological
diversity of viruses is yet to be discovered and that most viruses are harmless. As
he points out, all organisms, including humans, are infected by viruses and there is
no escape from this situation as infection is one of the driving forces of evolution
(Gorbalenya 2011). Other scientists have also emphasized the key role of viruses
for evolution (Koonin and Dolja 2013; Villarreal 2004), a role confirmed by the fact
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that nearly half of the human genome derives from genes acquired from other spe-
cies, with viruses most likely acting as mediators (Cordaux and Batzer 2009).

Philosophers of science who adopt a system-biological approach to biology, and
the biology of microorganisms in particular, or highlight processes rather than struc-
tures, share a similar view while complicating the distinction between life/non-life
in viruses (Soyer and O’Malley 2013; O’Malley et al. 2015). As Stephan Guttinger
and John Dupré have argued, viruses “are not living things certainly, but they are
stages of living processes” (Guttinger and Dupré 2016). Similarly, social anthro-
pologist Celia Lowe has described viruses as dynamic and interacting processes, as
“clouds” rather than entities in their own right (Lowe 2010).

These approaches resonate with anthropologist David Napier’s understanding of
viruses and infectious diseases although he includes more explicitly the sociocul-
tural dimension in his considerations. Like Gorbalenya, he rejects the notion that
viruses “attack” us. Yet departing from Gorbalenya, he believes military metaphors
stem from considering viruses as living entities with their own agency (Napier
2020). Rejecting this notion and specifically commenting on the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Napier notes, “Science ... has led us to believe that viruses invade us, which
they don’t. ... Proliferation is a social matter.... Our inability to involve social sci-
ence seriously in responding to COVID-19 and how it makes specific populations
vulnerable...has altered the epidemic landscape profoundly” (Napier 2020). Histo-
rian Andy Horowitz concurs when he writes, “The history that scholars will name
‘the COVID-19 pandemic’ ultimately will have as much to do with the social world
the virus encounters as it does with the virus itself” (Horowitz 2020). That these
considerations always again turn around the apparently intractable question whether
viruses should be considered as living or non-living entities speaks to the key role
the distinction between life and non-life plays in late neoliberal narratives and con-
figurations, a distinction grounding new forms of human and non-human marginali-
zation and exploitation (Povinelli 2016).

Multispecies approaches in anthropology tries to challenge both anthropocentric
and neoliberal ontological perspectives, by analyzing contact situations in specific
settings not only from a human perspective but also from the perspective of other
species (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). Building on such a framework, Eben Kirksey
describes COVID-19 as a “multispecies assemblage” to highlight the adaptive trans-
formations of the virus in interactions with other life forms. He includes specifically
the political, economic and ecological life world of humans that often threatens the
viruses’ original habitat and sets the stage for the passage of viruses from animal to
human hosts (Kirksey 2020; van Dooren 2020).

Nevertheless, COVID-19 is not a big event from an evolutionary point of view,
but it is a huge problem for humans because it dramatically interacts with and dis-
turbs human social practices. This is because SARS-CoV-2 is us, too (Napier 2020).
Karen Barad proposes the term “intra-action” instead of “interaction” exactly to
highlight the fact that agencies (in this case the virus and humans) are not distin-
guished before their encounter but arise from it (Barad 2007). SARS-CoV-2 is nei-
ther natural/biological nor human-made/cultural: humans are the main vectors for
its proliferation and this makes the virus always and already both natural and human
made. Some scientists are trying to analyze such complexity by aggregating a huge
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number of heterogeneous data sets about the pandemic (Capua and Rasetti 2020).
The success of such projects, we contend, will depend on how well the data can
model the specific and diverse settings where the intra-action occurs.

Therefore, to answer our question—how can we conceive of the virus in a way
that captures the pandemic in its complexity—it will not suffice to simply combine
biological and social approaches. Rather, to understand the virus and the pandemic
we need to understand the social and biological world as inextricably connected. The
more we will take into consideration the dynamic interactions of humans and other
species in specific historical settings, the more we could gain useful and promising
insights on how to live humanly in a pandemic and more-than-human world, marked
by different degrees of exposure and vulnerabilities. What started as a reflection on
the nature of the virus thus turns into a reflection on the social life of humans and its
entanglement with the viral world or an anthropology of the virus.
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